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When Civil Resistance Succeeds
BUILDING DEMOCRACY AFTER POPULAR 

NONVIOLENT UPRISINGS

Securing the ballot box during the Zambian general elections in October 1991. Source: Africa Plus blog (archive)
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 Why do some nonviolent revolutions lead to successful democratization while others fail to 

consolidate democratic change? And what can activists do to push toward a victory over dictatorship that 

results in long-term political freedom? 

 Several studies show that nonviolent revolutions are generally a more positive force for 

democratization than violent revolutions and top-down political transitions. However, many nonviolent 

revolutions, such as the Arab Spring revolution in Egypt, do not seem to fi t this pattern. This study takes 

on this puzzle and reveals that the answer lies in large part in the actions of civil society prior to and 

during transition. Democracy is most likely when activists can keep their social bases mobilized for positive 

political change while directing that mobilization toward building new political institutions.

 The study fi rst lays out what we already know about the connections between nonviolent resistance 

and democratization. It then presents new statistical evidence that nonviolent resistance has a positive 

e� ect on democratization independently of other conditions. Additionally, in-depth case studies of Nepal, 

Zambia, and Brazil—woven throughout this monograph—demonstrate that the positive e� ect of civil 

resistance on democratic transition requires continued civic mobilization and a move away from radical, 

all-or-nothing struggles toward more regular, institutionalized politics. The study concludes with concrete 

takeaways on how to achieve these changes, designed for civil resistance thinkers, activists, and external 

actors interested in supporting nonviolent movements.

Executive Summary
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T he victory of nonviolent resistance movements is deeply inspiring. Thousands 

of people take to the streets, joining hands to reject an oppressive past and 

share a vision for a new and vibrant future. The slogans shouted in these 

moments speak to the hopefulness of these visions: “Solidarity” in Poland in 

the 1980s,  a “New Nepal” along the Kathmandu Ring Road in 2006, or “Freedom, Bread, 

Social Justice” in the streets of Cairo in 2011, to name a few.  

 The faces of the people of Egypt the day that President Hosni Mubarak stepped 

down spoke to the power of this moment of hope. People proclaimed that the country 

could never be the same—that inevitably they were now on a path toward prosperity, 

freedom, and new democratic institutions.

 The failure of this hope to become a reality has led many international observers 

to become skeptical, and activists to fear that nonviolently overthrowing oppressive 

governments may only, in the end, lead to worse outcomes. For instance, during the 

2014 protests in Hong Kong known as the “Umbrella Revolution”, political scientist Eric Li 

argued that the protests should be called o�  because changing political systems through 

street protests would lead to “Maidancracy”, an indefi nite cycle of political instability and 

violent repression (Li 2014).

 Autocratic regimes around the world have encouraged this fear, spreading the 

idea that even the nonviolent overthrow of a regime leads to political instability and 

violence. Russian President Vladimir Putin is perhaps the most prominent of these 

voices, decrying the primarily nonviolent “color revolutions” in several post-Soviet states 

as “tragic” and “irresponsible experiments” (RT 2017), and taking extensive measures to 

prevent similar mobilizations in Russia and its allies (Finkel and Brudny 2012).

 Further, many scholars argue that in the last few years the global political system 

has entered an age of democratic backsliding. Well-respected data sources on the quality 

of democracy around the world such as the Polity Index (Marshall 2015) and Freedom 

House (Abramowitz 2018) have reported consistent democratic declines. Scholars have 

wondered if new authoritarian norms have begun to replace democratic norms in the 

international system.

 Introduction

Introduction
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 The academic literature on democratization has little to o� er activists interested 

in democratizing their country’s political system. Some of the most highly respected 

scholarship focuses on factors such as a country’s level of economic development, 

geographic size, and religious makeup (Lipset 1959, Teorell 2010)—all factors beyond 

individual activists’ control. Others propose theories of democratization based on 

specifi c cases without much wider applicability (O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986).

 In particular, scholars have paid little attention to the specifi c challenges faced 

during political transitions initiated by nonviolent resistance. Most theories either 

ignore the means by which a political transition begins, or they focus on transitions 

that formal powerholders initiated from the top down (O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986). 

This is surprising, considering that a close examination of the historical record reveals 

that nonviolent resistance—and, with that, the agency of ordinary people—has played a 

crucial role in dozens of major political transitions over the last several decades. Some 

examples are the anti-colonial struggles of the 1960s, the struggles against military rule 

in Latin America in the 1980s, the anti-Communist movements of 1989-1991, the color 

revolutions of the early 2000s, and the Arab Spring movements of 2010-12.

 This monograph seeks to address that gap by building on existing scholarship and 

presenting new fi ndings on the transition from a nonviolent revolution to a sustainable 

democracy. The pages that follow present several “lessons learned” on the need for 

movements to maintain popular civic mobilization—without letting counter-productive 

“street radicalism” (defi ned in more detail in subsequent chapters) take over. Table 1 

summarizes these lessons. 
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Introduction

TABLE 1.1: Lessons for Fostering Democracy in Civil Resistance Transitions

MAINTAIN CIVIC MOBILIZATION MITIGATE STREET RADICALISM

Foster Independent, Indigenous 
Sources of Pressure

Avoid Extreme Protest Tactics that 
May Backfire

Be Skeptical of Your Own Leaders Support Institutional Channels of Politics

Maintain a Democratic Vision of the 
Future

Don’t Shut Everyone from the Old 
Regime Out

The evidence presented to support these lessons learned includes statistical 

patterns across dozens of nonviolent transitions from the last 70 years, supplemented 

by in-depth interviews with activists and political fi gures who led their countries through 

some of these transitions. 

Chapter 1 focuses on what we already know about nonviolent resistance and 

democratization, highlighting state-of-the-art research and presenting the gaps that 

this work aims to fi ll. Chapter 2 presents theory, research design, and new empirical 

evidence on the underlying question of whether nonviolent resistance encourages 

democracy. Chapter 3 presents evidence underscoring the importance of keeping 

people mobilized during the transitional period and presents three lessons learned on 

how to facilitate this process. Chapter 4 presents evidence highlighting the importance 

of avoiding street radicalism, that is, when political transitions derail because the actors 

involved turn against each other and use the tools of nonviolent resistance to impede 

new politics from emerging. This chapter also focuses on presenting lessons learned 

for how to avoid the problem of street radicalism. Chapter 5 summarizes the fi ndings of 

the study and presents takeaways for scholars, activists, and external actors interested in 

promoting democracy through nonviolent resistance.

Table 1.1: Lessons for Fostering Democracy in 
Civil Resistance Transitions
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How do scholars understand nonviolent resistance and democratization? What 

does existing work on nonviolent resistance and democratization tell us about how 

these two phenomena might be connected? And what do we still not know? 

This chapter addresses these questions to set the stage for research fi ndings 

presented in later chapters. First, the chapter defi nes three key terms: nonviolent 

resistance, democracy, and transitions. Then the chapter presents three core fi ndings 

from scholarly literature on this subject, and two areas where our knowledge is still 

limited.

Defi ning Terms

Nonviolent Resistance

 The scholarly community and popular audiences likely have some notion of what 

nonviolent resistance is, but those conceptions might be highly divergent. Even nonviolent 

resistance scholars do not speak with a single voice.¹ A work of empirical scholarship 

that focuses on nonviolent resistance should begin by clearly describing what this and 

similar terms (such as civil resistance or nonviolent action) mean. These terms are used 

interchangeably in this monograph.  

 Nonviolent resistance occurs when unarmed civilians engage in actions that avoid 

violence and the threat of violence, targeting political actors such as governments. In 

this monograph, the term political refers to the broad defi nition of politics formulated by 

David Easton: politics as the “authoritative allocation of values” (Easton 1953). 

 Political struggles are struggles over how communities distribute the things that 

they value, and the rules that should govern such distribution. Values can be economic, 

Part 1

 What We Know About Nonviolent 
Resistance and Democratization
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like money and resources, but go well beyond this. Communities value sets of rights 

and responsibilities for individuals and groups as well, and political struggles often 

involve disputes over these rights and responsibilities. Seeing nonviolent resistance in 

the context of political struggle helps us understand a broader spectrum of analytical 

questions about this subject, as opposed to simply reducing the choice to use nonviolent 

resistance to a moral or ethical preference. 

 Nonviolent resistance is fi rst and foremost 

resistance, meaning it is active political engagement 

with and opposition to existing authority structures 

(Sharp 1973, Vinthagen 2015). Actions that lack 

physical violence and the threat of physical violence 

do not necessarily constitute nonviolent resistance. 

Nonviolent resistance as resistance challenges a particular status quo. Political actions 

that are nonviolent but fall within the normal bounds of regular politics (e.g. elections, 

lawsuits, lobbying) are not nonviolent resistance. 

 Because of this, context is important in defi ning nonviolent resistance. The same 

action may not have the same meaning in di� erent contexts. A march supporting a 

political candidate in an advanced democracy is not nonviolent resistance, since marches 

like this are a normal, accepted, and power-reinforcing aspect of such countries’ politics. 

However, the same march undertaken in a country where the political opposition is 

highly repressed or illegal can be perceived as challenging a political regime and thus is 

clearly an illustration of nonviolent resistance.

 Consequently, nonviolent resistance is not synonymous with any one political 

action, method, or tactic. In order for an outside observer to know whether nonviolent 

resistance is occurring requires some degree of familiarity with the power structure in 

that particular society at that particular moment in time.  

Democracy and Democratization

 The meaning of democracy is highly contested, understood di� erently by 

scholars, activists, and ordinary people. This study examines democracy as it’s actually 

practiced, not a moral or ethical ideal. Democracy may or may not be the best political 

system. Certain “democratic” systems may or may not be particularly loved by their 

citizens or admired by outside observers. 

Part 1: What We Know About Nonviolent Resistance and Democratization

Nonviolent resistance is 
not synonymous with 

any one political action, 
method, or tactic.
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The research in this monograph looks at democracy in two ways: 

1.  A social scientifi c model that countries can closely approximate 

but never fully realize, and

2.  An either/or perspective based on the presence of particular 

political institutions.

The fi rst way of looking at democracy comes from the political scientist Robert 

Dahl, who defi nes democracy as: “a political system one of the characteristics of which 

is the quality of being completely or almost completely responsive to all its citizens… 

considered as political equals” (Dahl 1973, 2). This defi nition implies that democracies 

give their citizens unimpaired opportunities to formulate their preferences, signify 

those preferences, and have those preferences weighted equally (Dahl 1973). Di� erent 

specifi c political institutions and practices may move a political system closer or further 

from this ideal, with democratization defi ned as anything that leads to movement 

closer to the ideal.

 Democracy in the second sense is informed by the work of economist and political 

scientist Joseph Schumpeter (1942). Schumpeter proposes a straightforward and easily 

observable defi nition of democracy based on political institutions. For Schumpeter, 

democracy is: “that institutional arrangement for arriving at political decisions in which 

individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a competitive struggle for the 

people’s vote” (Schumpeter 1942, 241). We may fairly clearly, and with disagreement 

only over borderline cases, determine whether a country is a democracy. Democracy 

is an either/or characteristic; it is either fully present or fully absent for any particular 

political system at any point in time. Democratization is thus the movement from one 

side of the line to the other and is accomplished wholesale at a single point in time.  

 Both approaches have strengths and weaknesses. Fortunately, these strengths and 

weaknesses are complementary. Dahl’s view of democracy allows us to meaningfully 

examine marginal movement closer or further away from democracy but is vague on 

the boundaries between democracies and non-democracies. Schumpeter’s defi nition 

is simpler, more straightforward, and helps draw clear categories of what is and is not 

democracy. However, it does not say much about smaller movements toward greater 

or lesser democracy. This study uses both conceptions in its empirical analysis and in 

thinking through the relationship between nonviolent resistance and democracy.  
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Transitions

 The fi nal concept to defi ne is political transition. Much of the related research 

has looked at the ability of civil resistance to initiate political transitions and a� ect the 

long-term consequences of a country once a transition is completed.

 In their simplest formulation, transitions are the periods between one form of 

political rule and another. Political scientists typically refer to these forms of political 

rule as regimes. Any political system, from a small hunter-gatherer band to a large 

modern state, operates on the basis of a core set of rules, some formal and explicit 

and some informal and implicit. The most important of these rules have to do 

with how political decisions are made and how the group that gets to make those 

decisions is defi ned (Geddes et al 2014). These rules, when combined, make up the 

political regime. 

 Once a regime has been established, it tends to stay in place. Major political 

players will continue to act based on the rules and routines they are familiar with and 

avoid disrupting those rules and routines whenever possible. However, certain kinds 

of shocks can lead regimes to break down. Economic or political incentives within 

the system may motivate certain actors to try to change the rules to their advantage. 

Domestic nonviolent or violent resistance or external intervention may also challenge 

the system.

 Because regimes tend to clutch onto power for as long as possible, often these 

challenges will fail. When they succeed, and the system of rules that was keeping the 

political regime in power no longer operates, the country enters a period of transition. 

Transitions are periods where the rules of the political game are unclear—where 

politics is fundamentally abnormal (O’Donnell and Schmitter 1986).

 Political actors struggling during a time of transition will seek to establish a new 

set of rules that will advance their own interests. A transition ends when this period of 

struggle is resolved into a consistent pattern of politics, that is to say, when political 

actors have established a new regime. 

 Scholars often categorize transitions based on the type of regime that comes 

into place at the end of the transitional period. Thus, transitions that end with a 

democratic regime are typically referred to as “democratic transitions”, while transitions 

that go from a prior democratic regime to a non-democratic regime are typically 

referred to as “democratic breakdowns.”  Yet it is important to note that transitions 

Part 1: What We Know About Nonviolent Resistance and Democratization
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need not end with the establishment of democracy (say through a fi rst free and fair 

election) or an extreme form of dictatorship to be completed. The establishment of 

any consistent pattern of politics marks the end of a transition. Types of regimes that 

are between democracy and authoritarianism are not transitional periods if they are in 

fact consistent, enduring patterns of politics.

What We Know

 Having defi ned these key terms, what can we say about the relationships between 

nonviolent resistance and transitions? This chapter highlights three key fi ndings and two 

areas where there is still signifi cant uncertainty.

Nonviolent Resistance Appears to Make Transitions to 

Democracy More Likely

 The fi rst important fi nding about nonviolent resistance and democratization is that 

when nonviolent resistance initiates a political transition in a non-democratic regime, 

democracy becomes much more likely than if other means initiated the transition. In 

one study, transitions initiated through bottom-up civic movements without violence 

were more than four times as likely to have high scores on the Freedom House measure 

of political rights and civic liberties than top-down transitions driven by powerholders 

(Karatnycky and Ackerman 2005). This analysis broke signifi cant new ground in making 

the connection between nonviolent resistance and democratization, but the analysis 

was limited in several ways. It only looked at a small number of cases, used a democracy 

score of limited applicability (the Freedom House scores), and did not control for other 

factors that might infl uence democratization.

 Petter Grahl Johnstad (2010) later expanded this work by looking at the e� ects of 

nonviolent resistance on other measurements of democracy: the Polity IV database and 

the Economist Intelligence Unit democracy scores. His work confi rmed the connection 

that Ackerman and Karatnycky had found: Largely nonviolent transitions initiated by 

civic forces tended to be much more democratic and enjoy higher economic growth 
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than top-down or violent transitions. However, Johnstad also did not control for 

other potential causes of democratization. This means that we cannot be certain that 

nonviolent resistance and democracy are not both caused by other factors such as higher 

economic development or political connections to developed Western democracies. 

Mauricio Rivera Celestino and Kristian Skrede Gleditsch (2013) addressed this question in 

a study in the Journal of Peace Research. They gathered information on three possible 

outcomes for every year in every non-democratic country in the world from 1900 until 

2004. The outcomes were: 

• The country remaining under the same political regime,

• The country changing to a new non-democratic regime, and

• The country changing to a new democratic regime.

 They then looked at how likely each of these outcomes was if, in the previous 

year, a country had experienced a nonviolent resistance campaign, a violent resistance 

campaign, or no campaign at all. They found that the likelihood of a country changing to 

a democratic regime was much higher when the country had experienced a nonviolent 

resistance campaign.2 Unlike previous studies, they also controlled for some other 

important potential causes of democracy in their analysis, such as the level of gross 

domestic product (GDP) per capita, the age of the country’s current political regime, 

and the percentage of a country’s neighbors that were democratic. Thus, this study 

dealt with some of the concerns that the greater likelihood of democracy in countries 

with nonviolent resistance campaigns could be explained by other factors.

Nonviolent Resistance has More Positive E� ects than 

Violent Resistance

Nonviolent resistance has particularly positive e� ects for democracy when 

considered in comparison with violent resistance. While there are some cases of violent 

resistance movements leading to democratic systems (for instance in Costa Rica after its 

civil war), overall violent resistance tends to lead to a much more centralized, authoritarian 

system of control. Nonviolent resistance requires broad social mobilization, and spreads 

norms of political engagement and activism that can then be used to hold new leaders 

Part 1: What We Know About Nonviolent Resistance and Democratization
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accountable. Nonviolent resistance movements tend to have fl at organizational structures, 

and build on dense networks of social interaction, whereas violent movements tend to be 

less transparent and more hierarchical. These norms and organization structures can then 

serve as the foundations for  new democratic politics.

 Erica Chenoweth and Maria Stephan (2011) demonstrated this positive infl uence of 

nonviolent resistance in their study on violent and nonviolent resistance movements around 

the world from 1900 to 2006. They showed that the probability of democracy was almost 10 

times higher fi ve years after the end of a successful campaign in countries that experienced 

nonviolent resistance movements, relative to those that experienced violent resistance. 

 Similar dynamics are apparent in the wave of both violent and nonviolent resistance 

movements for independence in the 1950s and 1960s in Africa. Movements that engaged 

in primarily peaceful urban protest ended up with levels of democracy around 15 to 30% 

higher than those that primarily used rural insurgency to achieve independence (Garcia-

Ponce and Wantchekon 2017). Nonviolent protest created norms of peaceful expression 

once the countries became independent, and these norms infl uenced socio-political 

conduct conducive to long-term sustainable democracy. 

Nonviolent Resistance Leads to Stronger and Deeper 

Democracies

 The positive e� ects of nonviolent resistance go well beyond simply encouraging 

a basic level of democracy. Nonviolent resistance tends to encourage political regimes 

that are not only democratic but have greater political participation, have stronger 

protections for freedom of expression and association, and last longer than regimes 

brought about through other mechanisms. It spreads norms of political engagement 

and increases civil society capacity to pressure political elites long after the nonviolent 

resistance campaign that overthrew the old regime has ended.3

 For example, in the Polish transition to democracy, the years-long experience of 

the Solidarity movement that successfully overthrew Poland’s Communist government 

led to a “rebellious civil society” in which protest became a routine part of politics and 

an e� ective check on potential abuses of government authority (Ekiert and Kubik 2001). 

Similarly, Portugal began a transition to democracy following the 1974 “Carnation 

Revolution,” in which hundreds of thousands of Portuguese citizens protested to support 



19

a pro-democratic faction of the military. 

When the revolution succeeded, people 

spread the norms of public engagement 

and mobilization, creating local institutions 

that continued to advocate for democratic 

change as the transition moved forward 

(Fernandes 2015). 

 A statistical examination of over a hundred transitions from 1945 through 2006 

found that nonviolent resistance had a strong positive e� ect on countries’ quality of 

democracy, primarily along these dimensions observed in cases such as Poland and 

Portugal: freedom of association and freedom of expression (Bethke and Pinckney 2016). 

Countries with democratic transitions initiated through nonviolent resistance tended to 

have much higher formal and informal protections for freedom of speech, freedom of 

the press, and other kinds of expressive freedoms, and also greater protections for civil 

society and other political pressure groups independent of the state.  

 Nonviolent resistance at the beginning of a democratic transition also makes the 

resulting democratic regime last longer, as measured using survival analysis (Bayer, Bethke 

and Lambach 2016).4  Democratic regimes initiated through nonviolent resistance last, 

on average, around 47 years, while those initiated through violent resistance last only 

5 years and those without any resistance last around 9 years. In other words, countries 

whose democracy was born through nonviolent resistance are much less likely to have 

democratic backsliding than other regimes.

 In brief, many di� erent studies, looking at both nonviolent resistance and 

democracy in di� erent ways, fi nd a strong positive relationship between the two. 

Nonviolent resistance appears to be one of the strongest and most consistent factors 

that lead countries toward greater democracy, whether the resistance consisted of 

independence movements in Africa, anti-communist struggles in Central Europe, 

anti-dictatorship campaigns in Latin America, or the color revolutions in the former 

Soviet Union.

Part 1: What We Know About Nonviolent Resistance and Democratization

Countries whose democracy 
was born through nonviolent 

resistance are much less likely 
to have democratic backsliding 

than other regimes.
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What We Still Don’t Know

 While the literature on nonviolent resistance and democratization is growing, and 

the connection between these two concepts is increasingly robust, signifi cant gaps 

remain in our knowledge about this connection. 

How Strong Really is the Connection Between Nonviolent 

Resistance and Democratization?

 While multiple studies have shown a strong relationship between nonviolent 

resistance and democratization, many scholars still question whether this relationship 

is real. Most objections revolve around arguments that nonviolent resistance and 

democracy are part of the same underlying process. When one occurs the other is likely 

to occur because they have the same underlying causes. For instance, both nonviolent 

resistance and democratization might be more likely in non-democratic regimes that 

allow some form of political contestation (Lehoucq 2016), or in countries that have 

close relationships with liberal Western democracies (Ritter 2014). 

 Several of the studies referenced above attempt to address these concerns by 

accounting for the infl uence of other factors that encourage democracy in their statistical 

models. But many are limited in the population of transitions that they examine. For 

instance, Bethke and Pinckney’s 2016 study does not examine transitions that ended 

in dictatorships. Chenoweth and Stephan only look at democratization after violent 

and nonviolent resistance campaigns, not including transitions where no resistance 

campaign occurred. Thus, there is a need to continue producing rigorous statistical 

research that shows the robustness of this relationship across a wider range of di� erent 

circumstances. This is the fi rst gap in our current understanding of nonviolent resistance 

and democratization that this monograph seeks to address.
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When Does Nonviolent Resistance Lead to Democracy and 

When Does it Not?

 Most scholarly work on nonviolent resistance and democratization has compared 

nonviolent resistance to other kinds of transitions, like those initiated through violence 

or through top-down liberalization. This has been crucial in showing that nonviolent 

resistance has a positive e� ect overall on democratization. However, it means that 

scholars have not done much work looking within transitions initiated through nonviolent 

resistance to explain which ones are likely to lead to democracy and which are not.

 This is an important question because while nonviolent resistance may have a 

positive overall e� ect on countries’ level of democracy, on average, there is a lot of 

variation in whether this positive e� ect plays out. Nonviolent revolutions have led to 

strong democracies in places like Chile or the Czech Republic, but they have also led to 

the creation of new authoritarian regimes in places like Iran in the 1970s or Egypt in the 

years since the Arab Spring.

 Why does this happen? How can we understand the variation in when nonviolent 

resistance is likely to lead to democracy and when it is not? Scholars have mostly not 

examined this question. Yet understanding it is crucial both for deepening the scholarly 

understanding of how nonviolent resistance a� ects democracy and to generate more 

e� ective strategies for activists who are in situations of political transition, where the old 

regime may be gone but a new, sustainable democracy is not yet fully established.

 This monograph seeks to address this gap, fi rst by providing new data that reinforce 

the strength of the connection between nonviolent resistance and democratization and 

then by digging into the challenges of what comes after a successful nonviolent resistance 

campaign through additional statistical testing and in-depth case study analysis. This, 

in turn, can help us understand better when nonviolent resistance successfully leads 

to democracy, when it does not, and specifi c lessons for practitioners of nonviolent 

resistance to increase their chances of contributing to a successful democratization in 

their country. 

Part 1: What We Know About Nonviolent Resistance and Democratization
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Conclusion

 Scholarly research in recent years has yielded signifi cant insight on the relationship 

between nonviolent resistance and democratization, to the point where we can 

determine that nonviolent resistance is a powerful way of transforming societies in a 

more democratic direction. But the relationships between concepts such as nonviolent 

resistance, democracy, and political transitions are complex, and this means that more 

work needs to be done. We need to fi rst be sure that the impact of nonviolent resistance 

on improving the odds of democratization can continue to stand up to scholarly scrutiny. 

And we need to know why some political systems show the strong relationship between 

nonviolent resistance and democratization and others do not.
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Part 2

 Nonviolent Resistance and 
Democratic Transitions

Theorizing the Challenges of 
Civil Resistance Transitions

 The scholarly literature to date has told us a great deal about the positive e� ects 

of nonviolent resistance on democracy. But what can we say about this unresolved 

question of when nonviolent resistance will be e� ective in promoting democracy and 

when it will not? To answer this question, this monograph focuses on the “black box” of 

the transition period. That is to say, what happens after a nonviolent revolution ousts a 

dictator but before the new rules of the political game are in place?

 Traditionally, scholars of democratic transitions such as O’Donnell and Schmitter 

(1986) or Przeworski (1991) have modeled the transition to democracy as one in which 

various political actors have systematic preferences with regard to democratization, 

as well as various assets at their disposal. Hardliners in the regime strongly reject 

democratization and instead prefer a strong authoritarian regime. Softliners in the regime 

prefer a limited opening for democratization. Opposition Moderates prefer limited 

democratization, and opposition Radicals want transformative democratization. The 

argument has typically been that transitions are most likely to be successful when an 

alliance between the Softliners and the Moderates can sideline the extreme demands of 

both Hardliners and Radicals. If the Radicals push their demands too far then Hardliners 

are likely to respond with a coup d’état that re-establishes an authoritarian regime. 

 How does nonviolent resistance at the beginning of the transition change 

this picture? Two major di� erences are central: incumbent cohesion and balance of 

political force. 
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First, nonviolent resistance has the potential to undermine the cohesion of the 

previous ruling coalition. Sharp (1973) points to the fragmenting e� ect that civil resistance 

has—it provides regime allies with opportunities to defect and join, and even sometimes 

lead, the opposition. Civil resistance movements can serve either as an alternative 

community or as a new route to power. Such movement-driven fragmentation of the 

ruling coalition was key in civil resistance campaigns such as the Rose and Orange 

Revolutions in post-Communist Georgia and Ukraine (Bunce and Wolchik 2011), as well 

as in several African pro-democracy movements in the early 1990s (Bratton and Van de 

Walle 1997, Nepstad 2011, Rakner 2003). 

 Civil resistance has particular superiority over violent resistance in fragmenting 

regime control over state coercive forces. Chenoweth and Stephan show that civil 

resistance campaigns are much more likely than violent resistance campaigns to 

spark security force defections (2011, 48-50). When civil resistance has successfully 

demonstrated that the military and other state coercion forces are unreliable, Hardliners 

second-guess how e� ective it might be to try to interrupt the transition with a military 

coup. Their control over the armed forces may be questionable. 

 Second, in a transition following a nonviolent revolution there is a di� erent 

form of coercive force available to the groups jockeying for power: new nonviolent 

resistance. Thus, if, for example, Radicals from the opposition do not fi nd the demands 

of the revolution suitably met by the new institutionalized politics put in place during the 

transitional period, they may return to the streets and disrupt the transition. 

 These basic assumptions frame the contention that civil resistance transitions are 

unique. They also set the stage for understanding the challenges that are key to moving 

from the overthrow of authoritarianism to the establishment of democracy. 

 The fi rst such challenge is continued mobilization of ordinary people during the 

political transition. Initiating a political transition through nonviolent resistance means 

that large numbers of people have mobilized to push for political change. Yet keeping 

these large numbers of people politically engaged in the process of building a new 

political regime after a successful nonviolent resistance campaign can be extremely 

di�  cult. This popular engagement is crucial for keeping decision-makers accountable 

as a country’s new political institutions are being created. If rapid demobilization takes 

place early in the transition, the balance of force shifts back to the elites, particularly 

to the remnants of the old regime. These transitions are then likely to lead to limited 

democratization with a higher possibility of democratic backsliding down the road, for 
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instance, as occurred in Ukraine after the Orange Revolution.

 Maintaining high levels of mobilization during a political transition, once the huge 

task of removing the old regime is complete, is di�  cult but by no means impossible. 

Chapter 3 will examine several of the strategies that movements can employ to maintain 

mobilization and keep their transition on a democratic trajectory.

 The second challenge, street radicalism, is in some ways the reverse of the fi rst. 

Street radicalism disrupts the process of institutionalizing a new political system, which—

like the absence of mobilization—can also derail the transition and lead to a fractious 

regime that falls short of democratic ideals and is ultimately unstable.

 To understand this challenge, it is important to remember that almost any 

nonviolent resistance movement against an authoritarian regime involves achieving 

unity among widely divergent political and social groups (Pishchikova and Youngs 2016). 

While these groups may come together for the overall goal of getting rid of a dictator, 

once the dictator is gone it is inevitable that the di� erent interests and goals of these 

groups will come to the fore. The unity of the civil resistance campaign will break down.

 This breakdown of unity is 

not, in and of itself, either positive or 

negative. Politics inevitably involves 

disagreements. Only in the repressive 

environment of a dictatorship can these 

disagreements ever be fully hidden 

from view. The key questions are: How 

do these disagreements play out in the new political system? Will political disagreements 

be channeled within the bounds of new political institutions that are being built and 

consolidated during ongoing transformation? Will ordinary people’s equal representation 

be preserved? And will political competition follow the rule of law? The essence of 

democracy is that losers in a political contest can accept their losses knowing that the 

rules of the game will remain consistent and they will have a chance to win in the future. 

 A successful nonviolent revolution can spread norms and skills related to inclusion 

and peaceful dispute resolution that can underpin the creation and working of new 

democratic institutions. Yet it can also provide a powerful set of political tools. In some 

cases, di� erent resistance actors can use the disruptive potential of these tools to ensure 

their own narrowly defi ned interests. This, of course, undermines the creation of regular, 

broader, and inclusive political institutions and can radicalize politics.

Almost any nonviolent resistance 
movement against an authoritarian 

regime involves achieving unity 
among widely divergent political 

and social groups.
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As with the challenge of mobilization, movements can use several strategies and 

take several cautions to address street radicalism. These will be examined more in depth 

in Chapter 4.

The above theoretical framing implies three basic arguments that shape the 

remainder of this monograph, namely:

  1. Nonviolent resistance at the beginning of a political transition should make 

democracy at the end of that transition both more likely and of  higher 

quality. This argument is analyzed later in this chapter.  

2. Democracy will be more likely and of better quality when there are high 

levels of social and political mobilization maintained throughout the 

political transition. This argument is analyzed in Chapter 3.

3. Democracy will be more likely and of better quality when political 

competition moves away from street radicalism, even if nonviolent, and 

is instead channeled through new political institutions. This argument is 

analyzed in Chapter 4.

 Before moving on to these arguments, though, it is necessary to describe the 

research methods used to examine and test them.

Research Methods

Statistical Analysis

 This monograph bases its statistical analysis on the Civil Resistance Transitions 

(CRT) data project. This project collects data on all political transitions from non-

democratic political regimes initiated through nonviolent resistance. The initial list of 

political transitions came from the Authoritarian Regimes dataset created by Barbara 

Geddes and her co-authors (Geddes, Wright and Frantz 2014). The original Geddes data 

include every instance in which a non-democratic regime broke down from 1945 until 

2010. The author of this monograph extended the dataset until 2015 and supplemented 
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it by examining each of the regime breakdowns that correlated with the occurrence 

of a major nonviolent resistance movement, as identifi ed by Chenoweth and Shay in 

the NAVCO 2.1 dataset (Chenoweth and Shay 2017). The author also identifi ed a few 

additional cases by drawing on research done in previous work by Pinckney (2014) and 

Bethke and Pinckney (2016).

 The data collection process led to a list of 331 transitions from non-democratic 

regimes, of which 78 were civil resistance-led transitions. Figure 2.1 below shows all 

the countries around the world that experienced at least one civil resistance-induced 

transition during this period (1945-2015). As the map shows, the countries are highly 

diverse. This is not simply a Latin American story, or an African story, or a European story, 

but the story of a global phenomenon that has had deeply transformational e� ects.

 Once the cases were identifi ed, numerous other data sources were merged to 

examine specifi c questions about the preconditions of these transitions, the dynamics 

of their transitional processes, and the levels of democracy and types of democratic 

and non-democratic regimes that followed them. The source for much of this data was 

the Varieties of Democracy project (V-Dem) (Coppedge, Gerring, et al. 2017). V-Dem 

Figure 2.1: The Civil Resistance Transitions Map

Source: Civil Resistance Transitions Data (Pinckney, 2017)

FIGURE 2.1: Civil Resistance Transitions Map (1945-2015)
Countries with at least 

one CR-induced 

transition from 

1945-2015
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is one of the most comprehensive scholarly e� orts to track the specifi c character of 

political regimes over time. It contains information on hundreds of political indicators, 

aggregated into several di� erent indexes.

 The most important information drawn out of the V-Dem data was each country’s 

level of overall democracy. As discussed above, this monograph measures democracy 

in both an ideal-type and an either/or way, based on Dahl’s defi nition of democracy 

as a perfectly representative political system and Schumpeter’s threshold defi nition of 

democracy as a political system where leaders are selected through a popular vote.

 The V-Dem project has as its most central measure of a country’s level of 

democracy the so-called “polyarchy score,” which is intended to capture how closely 

a country approaches Dahl’s ideal of a representative political system. It does this by 

averaging together several indexes along fi ve dimensions that together constitute a 

representative political system: 

• Freedom of expression

• Freedom of association

• The degree to which leaders are elected

• The freedom and fairness of those elections, and 

• The proportion of the population that has the right to vote.5  

 The score is measured annually for every country in the world, and ranges from 

0 to 1, with 0 being not democratic at all and 1 being fully democratic.6

This monograph uses the polyarchy score to test how close a country approaches 

the ideal-type of democracy. It uses the defi nition of democracy from the Geddes 

authoritarian regimes dataset to measure whether a country crosses the democratic 

threshold, which closely approximates the theoretical defi nition from Schumpeter 

described on page 14.7 

 The scholarly literature on democratization is very well developed, with many 

important arguments about factors that a� ect a country’s likelihood of transitioning 

to democracy. Thus, the statistical testing in this monograph incorporates several 

measures to control for three di� erent alternative explanations for how countries 

democratize: socio-economic modernization, international infl uence, and past level 

of democracy.8   
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Measuring Transitions

 One major innovation in the CRT data, for its part, is to look at the political transition 

as a whole as the unit of analysis. Most previous statistical studies on the connection 

between nonviolent resistance and democratization have looked at country-year data 

(Celestino and Gleditsch 2013), or measured democracy at an arbitrary point in the future 

that may or may not represent the end of a country’s political transition (Chenoweth and 

Stephan 2011).  

 In contrast, the CRT data use the speed of change in political institutions itself to 

determine the precise endpoints of political transitions, which occur at di� erent points 

in di� erent countries. In other words, during periods of transition there are rapid changes 

in the rules of the political game as di� erent groups struggle for power. One reliable way 

of determining that a transition has ended and that a new political regime is in place is 

to fi nd the point where those rapid changes no longer occur. When the rules of politics 

become more constant, we are no longer in transition but rather in a new regime.

 Because this monograph aims to explain di� erences in democracy at the end of 

political transitions, the type of political change it uses to defi ne the end of a political 

transition is specifi cally the country’s level of democracy. The analysis measures the 

level of democracy in each country at the precise point at which this level begins to 

stabilize, thus allowing us to take into account the particular timing of each country’s 

transition process.

 To illustrate, consider the level of 

democracy in Iran immediately following 

the Iranian Revolution. In 1979, the Iranian 

Revolution succeeded in removing the 

last remnants of the Shah’s regime when 

the revolutionaries ousted Prime Minister 

Shapour Bakhtiar. Thus in 1979, the old 

regime had ended. However, a new 

regime did not immediately come into 

place after this ouster. Instead, there was 

a multi-year process of struggle between 

various factions as the shape of the new regime was established. Figure 2.2 on page 30

shows that the level of democracy in Iran, as measured by the polyarchy score, did not 

Asura demonstration in Freedom Square, Tehran, during the 

1979 Iranian revolution. Source: Wikimedia Commons.
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stabilize until 1986. Thus, according to this monograph’s system of measurement, the 

Iranian transition ended in 1986. In evaluating how democratic Iran was at the end of 

its transition, this monograph measures the level of democracy in the year immediately 

after the end of the transition (in this case, 1987). 

 The analysis in this monograph relies on a similar determination for all of the 

transitions in its dataset. Some have transitions as short as a year in duration and others 

last as long as 10 years.

FIGURE 2.2: Polyarchy Levels Around the Iranian RevolutionFigure 2.2: Polyarchy Levels Around the Iranian Revolution
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Qualitative Analysis

 Original fi eld research in three countries that experienced civil resistance-led 

transitions supplements the statistical analysis. The cases selected were: 

• Nepal after the 2006 Second People’s Movement, which overthrew the 

Nepali monarchy; 

• Zambia after the 1991 Movement for Multi-Party Democracy, which

overthrew the single-party dictatorship of the United National 

Independence Party (UNIP); and 

• Brazil after the 1984-85 Diretas Já (Direct Elections Now) movement that 

led to the ouster of Brazil’s military dictatorship.

 These three cases were selected primarily for their di� erences. The goal was 

to pick cases that shared a transition initiated through nonviolent resistance but that 

otherwise had radically di� erent contexts. Finding the points of similarity in these 

otherwise radically di� erent cases could then give leverage on answering questions 

about the commonalities of transitions that countries with nonviolent revolutions had, 

despite the fact that they otherwise come from very di� erent contexts. Table 2.1 below 

lists some of the di� erences between these cases for illustrative purposes.

Table 2.1: Comparing Nepal, Zambia, and Brazil
TABLE 2.1: Comparing Nepal, Zambia, and Brazil

TIME PERIOD

Nepal 2000s

REGION OLD REGIME

South Asia Monarchy

1990s

1980s

Zambia

Brazil

Africa

Latin America Military

Single-Party
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In each case, the core of the original research was fi eldwork conducted in the 

country in question. The fi eldwork consisted of interviews with key political decision-

makers in the civil resistance movement that sparked the transition, and during the 

transition itself.  Interviews were also conducted with journalists, academics, and other 

close observers of the events surrounding the transition. A total of 128 interviews were 

conducted over roughly three months of fi eldwork.9  These interviews, as well as intensive 

study of media and scholarly sources on these transitions, inform the narratives from 

these cases presented throughout this monograph.10 

 Having defi ned the key terms of nonviolent resistance, democracy, and democratic 

transition, laid out the core theoretical positions and arguments, and described briefl y 

the research methods, this monograph now turns to examining its fi rst key argument: 

Does nonviolent resistance indeed promote greater democracy in political transitions?

Evidence from the Civil Resistance Transitions Data

What does the evidence from this new CRT data say? First, it confi rms that 

transitions initiated through nonviolent resistance do, on average, end with much more 

democratic political regimes than other transitions. Figure 2.3 on page 33 shows this 

di� erence. Most transitions not initiated by civil resistance end with a very low level of 

democracy, around 0.2 on the 0 to 1 polyarchy scale. A 0.2 score is roughly equivalent 

to Cuba or Egypt in 2016. Very few transitions not facilitated by nonviolent resistance 

exceed a level that most observers would consider even minimally democratic (a score 

of roughly 0.6 or more).  

 While political transitions initiated through nonviolent resistance have much more 

democratic outcomes, they are not all perfect democracies. Out of the 78 civil resistance 

transitions, 20 fell short of even the Geddes minimal threshold level of democracy 

(Geddes et al 2014), with no basic free and fair elections. However, many more exceed 

this standard than do so in the larger population of transitions not initiated by civil 

resistance (non-CRTs), which includes violent rebellions and top-down regime change 

such as coups or elite-led liberalization. Figure 2.4 on page 34 shows this di� erence 

in percentage terms. Seventy-four percent of CRTs (58 out of 78 total transitions) end 

above the democratic threshold.12  In contrast, only roughly 29% of non-CRTs (74 out of 

252 total transitions) end above the democratic threshold.13 
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FIGURE 2.3: Levels of Democracy at the End of Political Transitions With or 
Without Civil Resistance 
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Figure 2.3: Levels of Democracy at the End of 
Political Transitions With or Without Civil Resistance11
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 One concern commonly expressed by scholars skeptical of the connection 

between nonviolent resistance and democratization is that underlying favorable 

conditions can explain the observed correlation between these two phenomena 

(Lehoucq 2016, Ritter 2014). The same political, social, and economic factors that 

encourage democratization are also likely to encourage nonviolent resistance. Thus, 

the argument goes, nonviolent resistance is best understood not as something that 

independently infl uences democratization but rather as a frequent feature of a process 

driven by deeper factors.

 Democratization is a complex political process, and it would be naïve to deny 

the impact context has on its outcome. One cannot assume that nonviolent resistance 

will be universally e� ective regardless of the situation. This would be dangerous for the 

practice of nonviolent action and divorced from scholars’ insights. Indeed, the basis for 

much of the literature on strategic nonviolent confl ict is a careful consideration of which 

tools will be most or least e� ective after a detailed examination of the power structures 

that support a political regime (Ackerman and Kruegler 1994, Helvey 2004, Sharp 2005, 

Mattaini 2013). Context matters, in understanding both whether and when nonviolent 

FIGURE 2.4: Percentage of Democracies at Transitional End Points
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resistance will succeed, and whether it will promote democratization. 

 However, the key point to consider is not whether context matters, but whether 

it matters to such a degree that nonviolent resistance no longer has any independent 

impact. This chapter examines three specifi c questions within the broader topic of 

whether civil resistance leads to greater democracy:

• Do civil resistance transitions (CRTs) occur in environments more favorable 

to democracy?

• Does civil resistance still impact democratization when one statistically 

controls for the most important favorable conditions?

• What is the impact of civil resistance even in situations that are unfavorable?

 One obvious favorable condition for nonviolent resistance and democratization 

is the level of democracy in the pre-transition regime. Democratization is more likely 

in authoritarian regimes with some limited forms of political competition (Hadenius 

and Teorell 2007). Similarly, some argue that nonviolent resistance may be more likely 

to occur in regimes that are not too repressive and allow for some forms of civic 

engagement (Lehoucq 2016). So, what do the data say? Do CRTs simply take place in 

authoritarian regimes that are closer to democracy?

 The answer is no. The data fi rst show that, regarding their level of democracy, 

the regimes where non-CRTs and CRTs take place are almost identical. The average 

polyarchy score for the regimes that come before CRTs and non-CRTs is around 0.23. 

This is not the worst of the worst authoritarian regimes but refl ects a closed and highly 

authoritarian system of governance. For example, in 2016, countries with scores around 

this level included Iran (0.23), Egypt (0.22), and Cuba (0.20). 

 Is this average hiding any di� erences in distribution of polyarchy scores? This 

does not appear to be the case either. Figure 2.5 on page 36 shows the distribution of 

di� erent polyarchy scores in countries prior to political transitions. The fi gure shows a 

very similar distribution for both groups, which reconfi rms that most transitions—both 

those involving nonviolent resistance and those that do not—take place in countries with 

polyarchy scores around 0.2, with a declining number of transitions taking place as the 

level of democracy gets higher.
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Figure 2.5: Pre-Transition Levels of Democracy in CRTs and 
Non-CRTs
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Few transitions of any type take place in regimes with polyarchy scores below 0.1. 

Thus, as Chenoweth and Stephan (2011) argue, some regimes are just extremely di�  cult 

to break down regardless of the methods used (nonviolent or violent), the forces involved 

(elite or ordinary people-driven), or the direction from which the change was initiated 

(top-down or bottom-up). The di�  culty in bringing down a very oppressive regime is 

thus not something unique to nonviolent resistance. However, these regimes are few 

and far between. Out of 288 distinct non-democratic regimes from 1945 through 2015 

included in the Civil Resistance Transitions dataset, only 23 had average polyarchy scores 

below 0.1. 

 To conclude, civil resistance transitions do not take place in systematically more 

favorable environments than other kinds of transitions, at least when looking at the degree 

of democracy in the old regime.  We can move now to the second question: Does civil 

resistance still a� ect democratization when statistically controlling for favorable factors 

in the political environment?

 A country’s prior level of democracy is not the only measure that might explain 

democracy at the end of a political transition. As discussed in Chapter 1, the scholarly 

literature on democratization has argued that many factors, such as a country’s level 

of socio-economic development (Lipset 1959), impact the likelihood that a country 

will transition to democracy. To properly account for these, it is necessary to perform 

statistical tests that control for the e� ects of multiple factors that are likely to a� ect 

democracy. Thus, this monograph performs statistical tests including all the important 

controls described earlier in this chapter: socio-economic modernization, connection 

to the West, the level of democracy in a country’s region, and the prior regime’s level of 

democracy.14 

 Graph 1 in Figure 2.6 on page 38 shows the e� ects of nonviolent resistance at the 

beginning of a transition on the level of democracy in the year immediately following 

the end of the transition, when all the other factors predicted to impact democracy are 

held at their average values. Points A and B represent the predicted levels of democracy 

in a non-CRT and CRT respectively, while points C and D represent the likelihood of 

crossing the democratic threshold.15  
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 The independent e� ects of nonviolent resistance on democracy are substantial. 

Nonviolent resistance at the beginning of the transition increases the predicted level 

of democracy at the end of the transition by roughly 0.16 on the polyarchy score. 

For comparison, a di� erence of 0.16 on the polyarchy score is roughly the di� erence 

between the 2016 scores of Venezuela (0.357), a dictatorship brutally cracking down 

on a nonviolent opposition, and Malawi (0.525), a fl awed but relatively stable semi-

democratic system. This di� erence has real-world consequences.

 Second, if nonviolent resistance initiates a transition, it more than doubles the 

likelihood that the country will end its transition with at least some basic minimum 

level of democracy, as shown in Graph 2. Point C is the probability of democracy at a 

transition’s end without civil resistance, while Point D is the probability of democracy 

with civil resistance. Without civil resistance, the probability of crossing the democratic 

threshold at the end of a transition is roughly 30%. With civil resistance, this probability 

jumps to around 70%.

 It is helpful to compare this to the e� ects of other factors that infl uence 

democratization. In this statistical model, to achieve the same increased likelihood of 

Figure 2.6: Eff ects of Civil Resistance on 
Post-Transition Democracy
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democratization in the absence of any nonviolent resistance, a country’s pre-transition 

level of democracy would have to be at 0.44, very high for a non-democratic regime.16

In other words, when nonviolent resistance is absent, only countries that are already 

very close to democracy have even a small chance of democratizing. With nonviolent 

resistance, even extremely authoritarian countries may democratize.

 This discussion leads naturally into the third question: What is the e� ect of 

nonviolent resistance even when conditions are highly unfavorable? As the numbers 

along the vertical axes of the graphs in Figure 2.6 show, holding other factors constant, 

even if nonviolent resistance increases the predicted level of democracy, high democratic 

quality is still not guaranteed (see page 38). 

 At the same time, on average, negative contextual factors such as a highly 

undemocratic prior regime do suppress the likelihood of democracy even in civil resistance 

transitions. Yet the data show that CRTs have the potential to achieve high levels of 

democracy even in unfavorable conditions. Figure 2.7 on page 40 shows this relationship. 

It compares the percentage of transitions that ended as democracies in CRTs and non-

CRTs in countries that, prior to their transitions, were extremely undemocratic, mostly 

undemocratic, or only slightly undemocratic.17  Even in the extremely undemocratic 

countries, over 70% of CRTs ended as democracies. Only around 20% of non-CRTs 

democratized in either extremely undemocratic or mostly undemocratic countries.18 

To answer the third question, we may conclude that, while favorable conditions

make democratization more likely, even in very unfavorable conditions, initiating 

a political transition through nonviolent resistance is much more likely to lead to 

democracy than initiating a transition through violence, top-down liberalization, or 

external intervention. 
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 The statistical evidence strongly supports the contention that nonviolent resistance 

plays a strong democratizing role. This role cannot be explained by favorable conditions. 

Civil resistance occurs and succeeds in some of the worst and most repressive regimes. 

It is not a foolproof panacea, and factors like a country’s regional political context or 

level of socio-economic development play an important role in shaping the likelihood 

of democratization. However, even in extremely undemocratic countries, civil resistance 

dramatically shapes a country’s political transition, leading to a much higher likelihood 

of democratization.

Figure 2.7: Pre-Transition Levels of Democracy and 
Post-Transition Democracy
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Evidence from the Brazilian Democratic Transition

 Looking at a specifi c case helps 

illustrate the positive statistical relationship 

between nonviolent resistance and 

democratization described in the 

previous section. In Brazil, one of the 

cases this monograph examines in 

depth, many scholars have argued that 

democratization was mostly the result 

of top-down liberalization e� orts by 

progressive members of the military 

government.

 But this picture of Brazil’s authoritarian regime leaves out a great deal of crucial 

grassroots organizing undertaken by the country’s broad, diverse opposition. Initially, 

in the late 1960s and early 1970s, signifi cant portions of the opposition attempted to 

challenge the Brazilian government through armed resistance. Student groups and radical 

leftist groups attempted to start several di� erent guerrilla movements to overthrow the 

military government. However, the Brazilian military and right-wing paramilitary groups 

were able to quickly and brutally suppress the movement through the superior use of 

overwhelming violent force (Almeida 2015, Teles 2017).

 The military dictatorship’s suppression of violent resistance led to a consensus 

among the opposition that violence would be ine� ective in ending authoritarianism in 

Brazil (Goertzel 1999, 70-72, Kinzo 1988). Thus, by the late 1970s, di� erent segments of 

the opposition joined together primarily in the broad-based opposition political party, the 

Brazilian Movement for Democracy (MDB). MDB had embraced a nonviolent strategy of 

gradually building up institutional power and infl uence as well as pressuring the regime 

through more traditional avenues of nonviolent resistance such as protests and strikes.  

 Beginning with President Ernesto Geisel in 1974, the Brazilian military began 

scaling back the authoritarian structures of their regime. They relaxed censorship rules 

and allowed for greater freedom of association. Yet the intention of these measures was 

not to lead Brazil towards a democratic future. Instead, the measures were intended to 

further legitimize military rule by allowing for minimal competition among “responsible 

elites” (Schneider 1991, 269).  

Diretas Já demonstration in the Chamber of Deputies, 

Brasilia, Brazil, April 1984. Source: Wikimedia Commons
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 However, the country’s opposition saw an opportunity in this limited opening 

to push further toward a full-fl edged democratic transition. Many di� erent types of 

opposition groups pursued this activism, from national level groups, such as the MDB 

and the labor movement, to local religious and community organizations. Whenever the 

regime would o� er minor concessions, the country’s nonviolent resistance movements 

would quickly latch on to them and popularize demands for increased freedom to 

pressure the regime not to revoke these concessions. This, in turn, would snowball into 

new movement demands and further concessions by the regime. 

 For example, in 1979, the military government passed signifi cant reforms on the 

creation of political parties, for the fi rst time allowing more than a single opposition 

party. By all accounts, the intention of this reform was primarily to undermine and divide 

support for the MDB, ensuring the ability of the government’s party to continue to 

dominate most elections. As part of the law, the government required that all political 

parties have the word “Party” in their names. This forced the MDB to rename itself, a 

move the government hoped would undermine their popularity by diluting their brand.

 However, the opposition outplayed the regime and used this divide and 

conquer attempt to improve their political position and push the regime toward greater 

liberalization. The MDB simply renamed itself the Party of the Brazilian Democratic 

Movement (Portuguese initials PMDB) and kept much of its support. In addition, other 

forces from the opposition quickly jumped at the opportunity to create several new 

political parties that, far from dividing a limited opposition space among competing 

factions, actually increased popular mobilization and political engagement. Most 

prominently, the labor movement formed the Worker’s Party (PT), which would become 

a major political force during the transition and in Brazil’s new democratic regime.

 The nonviolent opposition movement reached its peak in 1984, when opposition 

crystallized around a single demand: that the Brazilian president, indirectly elected by 

an electoral college and held by a general since the military coup of 1964, be directly 

elected by the people. Millions took to the streets across Brazil in the so-called Diretas Já 

(“Direct Elections Now”) campaign. The campaign’s most immediate demand was that 

the Brazilian legislature, dominated by loyalists of the military regime, pass a constitutional 

amendment, proposed by PMDB legislator Dante de Oliveira, to create direct elections 

for the presidency. While the Brazilian legislature did not pass the amendment, the 

mobilization sparked mass defections from the ruling party and led the parliament to 

elect the country’s fi rst non-military president since the 1960s.
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 Furthermore, the country’s nonviolent opposition demanded that a new 

constitution fundamentally transform the country’s political system. Popular groups 

from the country’s labor movement, churches, women’s movement, and others were 

involved in large-scale activism which also fed into drafting the new constitution. The 

result was a constitution that involved some of the most progressive protections in Latin 

America, including a constitutionally guaranteed right to strike (Martinez-Lara 1996).

 Had it not been for nonviolent resistance, the Brazilian transition would have likely 

taken a turn from military dictatorship to that of an elite semi-democracy dominated by 

the traditional economic allies of the military. Nonviolent resistance from below forced 

those in power to open up the political system to minimal competition in order to co-

opt potential opposition and maintain a veneer of democratic legitimacy. Further, it 

compelled the regime to agree to a new democratic system that protected fundamental 

freedoms and human rights.

Conclusion

 Thus, evidence from  scholarly literature, statistical analysis, and the presented 

case of political transitions is clear. Nonviolent resistance is a powerful and consistent 

democratizing force. Relative to other means of achieving political change, nonviolent 

actions are the most e� ective way of ensuring that a country will move from a non-

democratic political system to one that is democratic and protects political freedoms.

 Having confi rmed this fi nding, we can now move to the issue of why successful 

civil resistance sometimes fails to lead to democracy. How does democratization 

happen in these cases? And, if we understand how it happens, why does it sometimes 

not happen? What lessons can we learn about why nonviolent resistance sometimes 

leads to democracy and sometimes does not?
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 The fi rst set of challenges all arise from one fundamental underlying problem: In 

many cases, after a civil resistance movement has ousted a dictator, it is di�  cult to keep 

people in the streets to continue to push for major changes. Much of the mobilization 

that drives civil resistance movements to success comes from “negative coalitions”—

movements based not on a single shared vision of the future but on distaste for a hated 

non-democratic government (Beissinger 2013, Tucker 2007).

 Why is mobilization important during the transition, once a dictator has been 

ousted?  Because the impact of nonviolent resistance on democratization is indirect. It 

operates through intermediate steps: bringing new leaders with democratic preferences 

into positions of power, spreading skills and attitudes of civic engagement, and creating 

accountability mechanisms for new political leaders and remnants of the old regime. 

None of these intermediate steps is inevitable. Ensuring them requires sustained 

mobilization.

 One mechanism that may explain the positive 

e� ect of nonviolent resistance on democratization is 

that nonviolent resistance puts in positions of power 

and infl uence leaders who are more likely to have 

pro-democratic values. People who already have 

these values are more likely to choose to participate 

in a nonviolent resistance movement. In addition, the 

experience of participating in a movement itself is likely to foster values of consensus-

based, nonviolent decision-making. Still, we must be reminded that in a nonviolent 

revolution the people who led the movement are not the only major political players. A 

successful nonviolent revolution is likely to leave many of the people who ruled as part 

of the old government in positions of potential infl uence. Some of them may accept the 

new democratic rules of the political game but others may become spoilers.

 Even if these fi gures from the old regime have joined the nonviolent resistance 

movement during its period of struggle, they may not share particularly democratic 

preferences. Many may have chosen to withdraw their support not because of 
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fundamental changes in heart, but for more short-term political advantage. As Gene 

Sharp reminds us, nonviolent resistance rarely works through “conversion,” in which 

nonviolent resistance causes the opponent to share the resister’s goals. Instead, its 

mechanisms of success are more typically “accommodation,” and “nonviolent coercion,” 

in which the fundamental underlying views of the opponent are not changed but they 

give in to the goals of the resister because it is in their interest to do so (Sharp 2005).

 Maintaining mobilization during the transitional period is thus crucial to maintaining 

a degree of public scrutiny and accountability over those who may not have underlying 

preferences for the goals of the revolution to continue to support it.  

 A second mechanism that scholars have identifi ed to explain the positive e� ect of 

nonviolent resistance on democratization is that the experience of political participation 

through nonviolent resistance gives ordinary people a set of tools and a feeling of political 

e�  cacy that they can then use to push forward democratizing political agendas in the 

transition (Bethke and Pinckney 2016). Yet for these tools to be passed on from the 

group of people who participated in the nonviolent resistance movement that ousted 

the dictator, they must be practiced. If everyone simply goes home when the dictator is 

gone then these skills and traditions will be unlikely to continue throughout society, and 

the tradition of resistance will fade.

 Statistical analysis of the Civil Resistance Transitions data underscores the 

importance of transitional mobilization. In a statistical model of the level of democracy 

at the end of a civil resistance transition, mobilization had a highly statistically signifi cant 

infl uence.19  Figure 3.1 on page 46 shows this relationship.20  Moving from a very low 

level of mobilization to a very high level of mobilization led to an increase of almost 0.35 

in the level of democracy, controlling for the infl uence of other major explanations of 

democracy.21 
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 If civic mobilization during a transition is important for leading a country from 

an autocracy to a sustainable democracy, how can such mobilization be encouraged? 

What can the historical examples and lessons of transitions teach us about how to make 

sure that people do not simply go home once the dictator is gone and the transition has 

begun?

 This monograph identifi es three key practices that can help maintain healthy civic 

mobilization: 

1. Foster independent civic forces

2. Question and hold new leaders accountable

3. Maintain a positive and democratic vision of the future

Figure 3.1: Transitional Mobilization in 
Civil Resistance Transitions22
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Fostering Independent Civic Forces

 One key challenge in maintaining mobilization during the transition is establishing 

or supporting advocacy structures that are independent. This includes structures of new 

elites who have just come to power—often the leaders of the successful nonviolent 

resistance movement—as well as structures of outside forces, typically other countries 

or international NGOs. Perhaps more critical still for democratization are sources of 

political pressure—namely civic forces that can speak with independence and authority 

on the important issues of democratization, hold new leaders accountable, and keep 

pushing the transition in a democratic direction.  

 The specifi c shape of these independent forces will di� er depending on the 

political and social dynamics of the country. In some places, religious institutions can 

serve as an important source of independent pressure. In other places, labor unions have 

served this function. In still others, it falls to civil society organizations that explicitly carry 

mandates that encourage democratization, social progress, or economic development. 

Activists should consider the dynamics of their own societies in determining which 

existing institutions could serve in this role or might need to be created to fulfi ll this 

function.

 While di� erences between countries will be vast, there are a few key characteristics 

of institutions that activists should look for or look to develop: 

• Independence from new political elites and ability to criticize and put 

pressure on them without being subject to charges of partisan hypocrisy, 

and 

• Deep connection to the needs and interests of ordinary people, and 

willingness to follow those needs rather than the dictates of external allies 

or supporters.

 Finding or creating organizations that meet the fi rst criterion is di�  cult in the 

context of a civil resistance transition because most successful civil resistance campaigns 

bring together those seeking political power with society’s civic institutions. Activists and 

politicians often march arm in arm during nonviolent struggles. Alliances are common 

between opposition political parties seeking to gain positions of power on the one 

hand, and civil society groups motivated to achieve deeper kinds of transformations on 
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the other. This is a good and necessary thing in the context of encouraging the unity 

needed to bring down a dictatorship through nonviolent resistance. At the same time, it 

means that once the old regime is gone and those opposition politicians are in positions 

of power, the lines can be blurred between these new elites and the societal forces that 

could hold them accountable. 

 But are these blurred lines a problem? Why can’t pressure for democratization 

come from those who now hold the levers of power? Because political leaders, even in 

a political system moving toward democracy, face their own professional and personal 

incentives. And those incentives focus on one key thing: holding onto power. Therefore, 

it is crucial that the desire to hold onto power be directly connected to how good a 

political leader is at putting in place democratic reforms that serve the public good. 

The best way to create this connection is through independent civic groups that can 

mobilize in favor of these reforms if needed. 

 Therefore, activists who have put their lives on the line in a nonviolent resistance 

movement and want to see a democratic system established will need to pressure 

politicians to follow through on delivering that system. That pressure can best be 

achieved through forces that are not part of the institutional struggle for political power.  

 The common phrase used to describe such forces of independent pressure is 

“civil society.” Yet, in much of the developing world, this phrase brings forth an image of 

formalized and elitist organizations that exist primarily to pursue international funding 

and, often based in capitals and large urban areas, have little connection to the day-to-

day struggles of ordinary people.23  E� ective pressure can certainly come from these 

kinds of organizations. However, much more frequently, e� ective independent pressure 

comes from organizations that are more deeply rooted in their local community.

 Independent civic forces should also have a signifi cant degree of independence 

from international sources of power such as donor countries and foundations. 

International assistance may play an important role in helping nonviolent resistance 

movements (though the role is often overstated). However, it can also be harmful to the 

long-term mobilization potential of a movement.  

 Why is this so? The reasons are the inherent di� erences in goals between 

international donors and local movements. International NGOs are driven not just 

by altruistic desires to improve peace, development, and democracy but also by 

materialistic incentives of competition, uncertainty, and insecurity.24  While there are 

certainly exceptions, the long-term process of building up independent sources of civic 
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power and pressure during a political transition is unlikely to always be in line with these 

external incentives. If the domestic agenda is dominated by international actors, then it 

is likely to shift in directions unhelpful to grassroots mobilization. 

 In some instances, the goals of international donors may even undermine 

the domestic goal of setting up independent civic entities. Particularly in developing 

countries—the vast majority of countries that have experienced nonviolent revolutions 

since 1945—the resources of the international community far outstrip local resources. 

This means that international priorities may easily crowd out domestic priorities, shifting 

talented local leaders away from goals and projects more deeply connected to the 

needs and desires of the people, and toward projects and o�  ce-based work tailor-made 

to secure international funding and implement pet projects driven by donors’ priorities.

 The best way to keep ordinary people 

engaged is to have activists and movement leaders 

stay close to their needs and preferences. Getting 

too close to new political leaders can blur the lines 

between advocacy and the struggle for power. 

Getting too close to international allies can shift 

priorities away from the needs of the grassroots.

 The political dynamics in Nepal following the 2006 transition illustrate the 

challenges of civic forces lacking independence from new political elites and 

international donors. After the 2006 ouster of King Gyanendra, there was a fairly robust 

level of mobilization still in the country. But this mobilization fell almost exclusively into 

two camps: competition between the country’s political parties, and internationally 

organized and funded e� orts that lacked local buy-in. The results of these patterns of 

mobilization were so destructive that one activist interviewed for this project questioned 

whether the country had ever truly had a “movement” at all.  

 Nepal certainly had its fair share of activists struggling for better governance, 

human rights, and other positive, democratic goals. But, refl ecting a widespread 

perception, many people interviewed for this project reported that activists in civil society 

were nothing more than politicians for whom it was currently inconvenient to hold 

political o�  ce. Many interviewees also dismissed civil society activists as self-interested 

professionals attempting to enrich themselves o�  of the largesse of international 

organizations that came to Nepal with their own agendas. The exceptions to this general 

pattern came from the few sources of political pressure that maintained mobilizational 

In some instances, the 
goals of international 

donors may even 
undermine the domestic 

goal of setting up 
independent civic entities.
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capacity but focused on pressuring those in power around particular issues intimately 

connected to the needs of local constituencies. 

 One example was a movement that the Nepali Dalit25 community led in 2015 to 

ensure that protections for Dalit rights were included in Nepal’s new constitution. During 

the constitution-drafting process, activists learned that the country’s interim parliament 

intended to remove protections that they had previously promised the Dalit community. 

Immediately, Dalit leaders held a series of meetings to strategize about how to put 

pressure on the political parties to get those protections back. After a period of three to 

four months, during which the Dalit community led a series of political actions, street 

protests, and lobbying, the political parties added the demanded protections back into 

the constitution.

 Many of the prominent leaders in this movement benefi tted from widespread 

credibility among the Dalit community. These leaders acted independently from political 

parties competing for control of the Nepali government. For example, it was well known 

that Padam Sundas of the Samata Foundation turned down political positions that 

several di� erent parties had o� ered him. As they did with other leaders like him, the 

Dalit community perceived Sundas’ demands for political protections as genuine and 

legitimate, and not as a bid to benefi t his own political fortune. 

 The impetus for leaders’ actions was also entirely indigenous, based on a lengthy 

series of discussions within the Dalit community on the rights and protections that they 

wanted in the new constitution. Because the decision to take action and the specifi c 

Nepal’s 2006 Democracy Move-

ment is also referred to as Jan 

Andolan (“People’s Movement”), 

implying that it is a continuation 

of the 1990 Jan Andolan. Source: 

Wikimedia Commons.
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goals of the action had come from within the community, rather than from any external 

source, there was widespread buy-in from Dalits all across the country. This generated 

signifi cant participation in street protests and formal political lobbying. 

 Independence from political parties and from external allies was key in explaining 

this movement’s success. This illustrates the broader importance of focusing mobilization 

around forces independent from the struggle for political power and from the incentives 

of international actors.  

Holding Victorious Pro-Democracy Leaders Accountable

 Highly charismatic leaders are often at the forefront of nonviolent resistance 

movements. These leaders often undergo tremendous personal sacrifi ce to achieve 

freedom for their people. It can be a tempting prospect to hope that, once these people 

are in power, they will fi x the country’s major political and social problems simply by 

approaching politics with an unshakeable moral code and the best interests of the 

people at heart.

 Certainly, one can easily think of exemplary leaders such as Nelson Mandela or 

Vaclav Havel who, in many ways, lived up to these hopes. However, the sad truth is that 

civil resistance leaders sometimes fi nd the practices of the old dictators appealing once 

the levers of political power are under their control. Yet because these leaders have such 

heroic pasts, people are often hesitant to criticize them. It is di�  cult to reject a leader 

who has gone through su� ering and sacrifi ce for the sake of ending oppression. This 

hesitancy undermines the e� ectiveness of public accountability and can thus ultimately 

derail democratic progress. 

 The case of Zambia provides a powerful illustration of the dangers when civil 

society in transition does not dare to question its new political leaders or questions its 

new leaders without any particular force behind them. The Movement for Multi-Party 

Democracy (MMD) mobilized in 1990-1991 to bring down the single-party regime of 

President Kenneth Kaunda and the United National Independence Party (UNIP). While a 

large group of prominent fi gures came together to found the movement, by the time the 

MMD successfully challenged President Kaunda in Zambia’s 1991 presidential election, 

two major transformations had occurred. First, the MMD had re-shaped itself from a 

di� use social movement into a political party and, second, control over that party had 
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become heavily centralized around party 

presidential candidate Frederick Chiluba.  

 Chiluba, a charismatic leader in the 

country’s national union (the Zambian 

Congress of Trade Unions or ZCTU), 

had been a dissident and critic of the 

government for many years. In 1980, he 

spearheaded a national strike campaign 

to protest government policies that 

centralized control of local government 

in the hands of the ruling party. He spoke 

out against the abuses of the single-party regime when it was unpopular and costly to 

do so. This activism cost Chiluba dearly, including time in prison for a signifi cant period.  

 His activism, long-time leadership of the ZCTU, and inspiring public speaking led 

Chiluba to become an extremely popular and admired fi gure, not just in the MMD inner 

circles but across the country. Eventually, this helped Chiluba trounce President Kaunda 

in the 1991 election, winning the presidency with 76% of the vote. 

 Chiluba maintained his popularity throughout his time in o�  ce, allowing him to 

implement a number of very unpopular economic liberalization measures demanded 

by international institutions that wound down the quasi-socialist institutions of the 

old single-party state. Some Zambian political elites interviewed for this monograph 

saw this as a positive thing. The president’s popularity allowed him to make some 

bold and di�  cult policy changes that would have been almost impossible for a less 

popular administration.

 However, there was a signifi cant negative side to Chiluba’s popular support 

and its pernicious e� ects have continued until today. Soon after entering o�  ce, 

President Chiluba made a statement that almost all the Zambians interviewed for 

this project26 remembered and saw as prescient for his later behavior: that before 

becoming president he “never knew that power could be so sweet.” While di� erent 

sources contest the details, in broad strokes it is very clear, and was reported by almost 

all interviewees for this study, that Chiluba’s administration very quickly became mired 

in political corruption. Finally having the reins of power in his hands, President Chiluba 

did not stay true to the democratic ideals that he had ridden into o�  ce but instead 

began using the state for his own personal enrichment. At the same time, Zambian 

Securing the ballot box during the Zambian general 

elections in October 1991. Source: Africa Plus blog 

(archival photo)
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society remained relatively demobilized, giving the president the benefi t of the doubt 

and entrusting him with the transition.

 There were scattered attempts to bring the corruption and anti-democratic 

practices of the new administration to light. For instance, journalists from this period 

describe the Post newspaper as a loud voice condemning the new administration 

for failing to keep its promises. Some members of the original MMD movement also 

left the government and attempted to form a more democratic opposition. However, 

these political fi gures, many of whom were interviewed for this project, reported that 

these e� orts largely failed to have a signifi cant impact since ordinary people remained 

supportive of President Chiluba.  

 Having become so deeply enamored with power, President Chiluba also 

became terrifi ed of losing it. In the lead-up to Zambia’s 1996 presidential election, in 

which he was running for a second term, President Chiluba engaged in a mixture of 

repression and co-optation that would have been quite familiar in the non-democratic 

regime that he so vigorously challenged a decade earlier. The government bought o�  

some opposition fi gures with promises of small numbers of guaranteed seats in the 

parliament and economic benefi ts if they would stop challenging the MMD. Others, 

most prominently the remaining members of the old ruling party, UNIP, faced severe 

repression, including the arrest and attempted assassination of former President 

Kenneth Kaunda.

 Only after 10 years in power, when people lost faith in President Chiluba and 

began to mobilize against him, was an e� ective democratic check put into place. In 

2001, Chiluba attempted to subvert the new constitution and run for a third presidential 

term. Civil society and opposition political forces saw this move as one step too far, a 

move leading Zambia straight into authoritarianism. They mobilized on a massive scale 

to prevent it from happening. This time, after a decade of failed promises of change, 

the Zambian people were responsive to the calls to defend democratic gains and 

joined the movement against the third term. This mobilization, in turn, successfully 

pressured members of President Chiluba’s party to turn against him, forcing him not 

to seek a third term.

 As this case shows, charismatic and popular leaders are a double-edged sword 

for civil resistance transitions. On the one hand, their popularity may enable them to 

engage in important reforms. However, it can also undermine e� ective mechanisms 

of grassroots political control. The important lesson for movements is thus neither 
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complete cynicism nor blind faith in their leaders. Leaders should be carefully evaluated 

based on what they have actually accomplished and criticized clearly and honestly when 

they fail to keep their promises.

 One key aspect of making sure leaders 

are held to account is in carefully guarding 

protections for free expression, particularly a 

free and open press. As shown in the Chiluba 

case, it is the decisions of ordinary people 

to support civic mobilization against corrupt 

leaders that can make the key di� erence. 

And for ordinary people to be mobilized, they must be made aware of any abuses or 

departures from the democratic path that previously idealistic leaders may have engaged 

in once in power.

Maintaining a Democratic Vision of the Future

 The movements that succeeded most dramatically in maintaining mobilization 

during the political transition were those in which organizers worked hard to build a 

vision of the future that would continue to motivate people to participate in shaping the 

new political system. People are often motivated to engage in resistance because of the 

things they reject and want to dismantle. But a core insight, going back to Mohandas 

Gandhi, is that this kind of negative mobilization is not enough. Movements with negative 

visions based on what they are against have little to tell their followers about what to 

strive for once they succeed. Instead, their participants enter a vacuum where they 

make sacrifi ces to remove a dictatorship but know little about what to do next.

 What is central for movements to keep in mind is that there is a huge gap 

between getting rid of the old system and establishing the new one. One does not 

simply fl ow logically from the other. Establishing a democratic system involves a 

complex, lengthy, and sometimes very difficult process of decision-making about 

the country’s new system.

 Political, social, and economic elites will already be invested in shaping the new 

regime based on their own vision of the future, which may be di� erent from the needs 

Movements with negative 
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strive for once they succeed.
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and desires of ordinary people. Absent the pressure of the masses, elites will shape 

the new politics in their own image. So it’s the people’s responsibility, throughout the 

transition, to remind movement leaders of the collective vision for future democracy. 

 But how can movements turn a negative vision (one that focuses on the downfall 

of a regime) into a positive, forward-looking vision of democratic government and society? 

 Specifi c strategies will vary depending on a country’s circumstances, but we 

can glean a few general lessons from the successes and failures of past transitions. 

For instance, working out specifi cs of what people in the movement want the new 

political system to look like well before the political breakthrough occurs can provide an 

important foundation for maintaining a vision of the future past the breakdown of the 

old regime. 

 One technical area with major practical consequences is the constitutional 

system, which outlines exactly what the future democracy will look like. What does 

democracy mean to the people in the movement, and what kinds of core institutional 

arrangements could ensure that such a democracy can be achieved? What rights and 

freedoms have motivated people to engage in the costly action of civil resistance, and 

how can activists and political leaders blend them into a comprehensive vision of a new 

political regime? How can activists ensure that political power is not concentrated and 

abused again and that corruption among the incoming new political class is e� ectively 

limited? Concerns with justice for past abuses are often an area to focus on as well 

(such as truth and reconciliation processes).  

 Activists, opposition leaders, and ordinary people will have their own priorities, so 

movement leaders should be careful not to apply a “one-size-fi ts-all” solution to their 

vision of a new democratic future. Instead, vision shaping should be deeply local, focused 

on the needs and desires of the ordinary people whose political engagement during the 

transition will be crucial for broadening the inclusiveness of politics and ensuring the 

creation of a new democracy. The key issue is to be thinking—during the struggle and 

well before a movement succeeds—about this positive vision of a new future.

 The movement against the military regime in Brazil provides a good example 

of this process at work. In Brazil, most of the movements that continued to mobilize 

people painted the 1985 transition not as an endpoint but as a beginning. The new Brazil 

was more than just about changing political leaders. It was also a matter of creating 

a set of political institutions that would fundamentally change the nature of political 

power in Brazil. One activist interviewed for this project described a conference that 



56

brought together activists, at a time when military dictatorship was still fi rmly in place, 

to discuss the future of science in Brazil. Instead of framing their discussion around: 

“It’s not possible to accomplish anything until the dictatorship is gone, let’s get rid of 

the dictatorship,” they framed it around what they would do once the dictatorship was 

gone. In a context of greater political freedom, what goals, strategies, and changes 

would they want to accomplish?

 Similarly, Brazil had a robust women’s movement that fought against the 

dictatorship, but also painted the dictatorship as simply one part of a larger, conservative, 

patriarchal system that they would need to continue opposing even after military rule 

was gone.

 The Brazilian labor movement, both in independent unions and in the new 

Workers Party (PT), also planned a comprehensive agenda of pushing forward 

progressive labor provisions in Brazil’s new constitution. Old elites heavily opposed 

this, instead wanting to maintain a quiescent working class in the new democratic 

system. The military in particular, which had ruled Brazil for the previous two decades, 

was viscerally opposed to any concessions to the labor movement (Hunter 1997). 

However, leaders such as future president Lula da Silva argued that simply eliminating 

military rule was far from their only goal, and that it would be meaningless unless the 

new democratic practices diverged signifi cantly from past patterns of political and 

economic elite dominating workers.

 The labor movement thus pushed for several extensive protections for workers to 

be included in Brazil’s 1988 constitution. Perhaps the most important and far-reaching 

of these was a constitutionally guaranteed right to strike, though workers also gained 

signifi cant concessions in limiting the length of the work week while gaining overtime 

pay, pensions, and political autonomy for unions (Martinez-Lara 1996, 123-24). They 

were able to achieve these gains primarily through creating broad cross-union alliances 

during the ongoing transition that could speak with a single voice in the forum of 

Brazil’s constitutional assembly. Over 350 unions came together to form the Interunion 

Department for Legislative Advising (DIAP) which pooled their core interests. They were 

able to coerce politicians who did not agree with their agenda with the potential for 

mass mobilization if their demands were not met.

 This long-term transformative vision drove the Brazilian movement both in 

its struggle against the military dictatorship and well after the generals had left the 

presidential palace.  Brazil’s transition put in place a democratic political regime 



57

Part 3: Maintaining Civic Mobilization

that went well beyond the bare democratic minimum and instead included many 

robust protections for the rights and privileges of ordinary people. The vision has 

not been fully implemented, as seen in the country’s recent political scandals, but it 

continues to motivate a culture of sustained activism that is still pushing the country 

in a democratic direction.

Conclusion

 This chapter has argued that one key challenge in ensuring that the nonviolent 

overthrow of a dictator leads to democracy is to ensure that the people who struggled 

to change the old regime continue to push for positive change in the transition to the 

new system. For nonviolent resistance to e� ectively push democracy forward, activism 

must continue past the peak moment of ousting the old government into the uncertain 

times of transition.

 How can movements maintain mobilization and be most e� ective in ensuring 

democratic progress? They can seek to be independent, skeptical, and vision-driven. 

When activists are too close to new political leaders or international donors, when they 

put too much trust in the good faith of the people who led them against the old regime, 

or when their vision of the future that united the opposition is limited to removing the 

authoritarian system, then mobilization will su� er.

 The application of these lessons will vary signifi cantly depending on a country’s 

context, and activists should use careful interpretation and rigorous strategic analysis. Yet 

the underlying principle—that widespread social mobilization is crucial for establishing 

democracy in civil resistance transitions—should be taken deeply to heart by all those 

seeking to achieve democratic change through nonviolent resistance.
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 Maintaining mobilization is a key challenge for continuing to push countries in a 

civil resistance transition toward democracy. But sometimes, even when mobilization 

continues, movements incur yet another challenge: relying too much on extra-

institutional political action, which undermines the stability of new political institutions. 

This is where street radicalism enters the analysis.

 How street radicalism comes about relates very closely to the mechanisms 

through which nonviolent resistance positively a� ects a country’s level of democracy. 

The experience of a successful civil resistance campaign can be highly empowering for 

the leaders of social and political forces able to mobilize the mass numbers necessary 

to achieve success (Sharp 1973). However, by its nature, civil resistance involves going 

outside of the bounds of institutional politics in ways that are disruptive. Such disruption 

can be extremely powerful in ending political oppression. On a more basic level, it can 

be used as a powerful tool to shift the balance of political power.

 In the weakly institutionalized setting of a transition from authoritarian rule, the 

forces that came together to oust the previous regime may be tempted to over-rely 

upon this particularly powerful tool to further their own interests. This may not align 

with and can, in fact, contradict the public good in a newly emerging democracy. In 

many cases, this leads to a radicalization of politics, a constant move to the streets 

when electoral outcomes or government policies fail to satisfy the demands of specifi c 

political forces.   

 Street radicalism takes many di� erent forms depending on the political and 

social dynamics of a country. Therefore, it is important to highlight the distinctive 

characteristics of this phenomenon, and, in particular, what separates it from healthy, 

democracy-supporting forms of civic mobilization and engagement described in the 

previous chapter. Table 4.1 on page 59 lays out some of these distinctions.

Part 4

Avoiding Street Radicalism
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 Healthy civic mobilization di� ers from street radicalism along four key 

dimensions: the basis for unity, primary tactics, attitude towards politics, and goals. 

With regard to the basis for unity, in civic mobilization, coalitions maintain diversity and 

inclusiveness by bringing together various di� erent groups united around general and 

specifi c public goals, including responsible and e� ective governance, accountability 

of political and administrative elites, or fi ghting corruption. On the other hand, street 

radicalism emerges when involved groups are sectoral and exclusive in their membership 

and advance private interests focused on maintaining or advancing their own privileges 

and rights. 

 As for tactics, civic mobilization that supports democratization operates by 

putting organized pressure on new leaders to remain accountable to their promises. 

It involves activating people to participate in the emerging avenues of politics. It can 

certainly involve elements of disruption and withdrawal of support and cooperation 

when leaders fail to live up to their promises. However, its primary tactical focus is 

on positive engagement and participation directed toward new and reformed state 

institutions. In contrast, in street radicalism the tactical focus is typically much more 

on using the tools of noncooperation and disruption in the form of street presence, to 

directly attack or impose costs on some competing group.  

Table 4.1: Distinctions between Street Radicalism and 
Civic Mobilization

CIVIC MOBILIZATION STREET RADICALISM

Inclusive and diverse coalitions with 
public interest

Exclusive, sectoral groups with 
private interests

Pressure mainly, though not 
exclusively, through engagements 

within political institutions

Pressure through disruptive actions 
undertaken outside of political 

institutions

Regular, limited competition Winner-take-all struggles

Basis for Unity

Primary Tactics

Attitudes toward 
Politics

Goals Long-term power transformation Short-term power-holding
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The tactical repertoires of these two 

phenomena are di� erent because of their 

distinct attitudes toward politics. In healthy 

civic mobilization, political goals are pursued as 

part of a regular, limited form of competition. 

Movements, pressure groups, and political parties 

may sometimes win and sometimes lose, but 

their political engagement rests on a foundational 

shared understanding of the boundaries of acceptable political behavior. In contrast, in 

transitions characterized by street radicalism, the various political groups competing 

against one another see themselves as engaged in winner-take-all struggles in which 

one side’s victory means the other side’s total and complete defeat. Since this is the 

attitude toward politics, it is only natural that the most extreme tactics are justifi ed to 

achieve one’s goals. This is why street radicalism can also lead to violence.    

 Finally, healthy civic mobilization focuses on goals of long-term di� usion and 

redistribution of political power, while street radicalism tends to focus on short-term 

competition over which a particular group will hold political power at a particular moment.  

 Democratization is more likely if political or identity group leaders avoid street 

radicalism and instead begin to develop formal political institutions. Pursuing the path 

of civic mobilization transforms political competition from a winner-take-all struggle (in 

which the most extreme tactics can be justifi ed) to a regular arena in which competition 

is limited by widely-accepted rules and norms. Political actors in the latter context 

are more willing to accept uncertainty in outcomes, including potential failure and an 

obligation to make compromises with other actors involved in the transition. Changing 

the political context in this way then pushes new democratic politics forward.

 Many di� erent types of actors can carry out street radicalism. In societies deeply 

divided along ethnic or religious lines, these points of identity cleavage often become 

the touchstones for competing radicalism, sometimes mixed with violent elements. An 

example of this is Kenya following the fi ght for restoration of multiparty democracy 

in the 1990s.27  Alternatively, political parties led by particularly charismatic individuals 

may become the centers of street radicalism, as in Bangladesh following the ouster of 

President Ershad (Scha� er 2002). And in some cases, both political parties and identity-

based groups may serve as the basis for radicalism, as in Madagascar in the early 

2000s (Marcus 2004).  

Democratization is more 
likely if political or identity 
group leaders avoid street 

radicalism and instead 
begin to develop formal 

political institutions.



61

Part 4: Avoiding Street Radicalism

 All of these cases resulted in political systems in which the forms of democratic 

politics exist, but their legitimacy and e� ectiveness fall short of genuine democratic 

rule. The loser rarely, if ever, accepts electoral outcomes, and the ability to infl ict costs 

through action on the streets becomes the primary tool of political contention.  

 The specifi c contours of contention vary depending on political actors’ capacity 

to impose costs. When the balance of forces is fairly even, power change among such 

groups will be frequent. This has been the case in Thailand, where from 2006 to 2014 

the primarily urban Yellow and primarily rural Red factions engaged in several back and 

forth resistance campaigns, often succeeding in achieving power but never moving 

from its temporary achievement to a consolidation of power and institutionalization of 

alternation in power. Eventually, this political instability and radicalism played into the 

hands of the military, which seized political power in 2014.

 In cases where one group possesses signifi cantly more mobilization capacity than 

another, alternations in power are less likely, but because the institutional mechanisms for 

loyal opposition are either non-existent or lack legitimacy and infl uence, politics remains 

fractious. The dominant group relies on more directly coercive mechanisms to suppress 

dissent, and the weaker group attempts to undermine the dominant group’s position 

by constant disruptive street actions. This political dynamic, for example, characterized 

the relationship between the Morsi government in Egypt and the liberal opposition from 

2012 to 2013, ultimately motivating the liberal opposition to seek military support to oust 

Morsi in the 2013 coup.    

 Analysis of the Civil Resistance Transitions data supports the idea of the pernicious 

character of street radicalism. In a model of the predicted level of democracy at the end of 

a civil resistance-initiated political transition (see Figure 4.1 on page 62), street radicalism 

is a highly signifi cant negative predictor of the level of post-transition democracy. This 

means that as the level of street radicalism increases, the level of democracy at the end 

of the transition decreases, controlling for other common explanations of democracy.28

 Moving from a very low level of street radicalism to a very high level during the 

transition leads to a predicted drop in the level of democracy at the end of the transition 

of almost 0.4. This is a very substantial drop—roughly equivalent to the di� erence in 

democratic quality between the United States and Iraq in 2016. 
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 What lessons can movements learn about how to prevent street radicalism and 

the outcome of fractious politics? As in the previous chapter, this chapter highlights 

three key lessons:

1. Avoid Extreme Protest Tactics that May Backfi re

2. Support Institutional Political Channels

3. Don’t Shut Everyone from the Old Regime Out

Figure 4.1: Street Radicalism in Civil Resistance Transitions 
and Post-Transition Democracy29
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Avoid Extreme Protest Tactics that May Backfi re

 In some political transitions, the major challenge is that people have become 

demobilized and given too much room for anti-democratic elites to derail the move 

towards democracy. The opposite is actually a challenge as well. 

 While nonviolent resistance movements have much higher levels of participation 

than violent resistance movements, the nature of resistance in general is that a relatively 

smaller number of people will be actively involved in comparison to the number of 

people who are not. The majority of the population does not participate in moves to 

the streets, and instead are concerned with more ordinary, bread and butter concerns 

like fi nding jobs, providing for their families, and achieving old age in a more prosperous 

position than they started. Many of the most powerful methods of nonviolent resistance 

achieve their leverage in part because they a� ect (and impose costs on) everyone. 

The best example of this is the general strike. In many ways, the general strike is the 

“nuclear option” of a nonviolent resistance movement. In a general strike a movement 

completely shuts down the economic life of a city, region, or entire country. In essence, 

the movement provokes a crisis that ordinary people cannot ignore because it has such 

devastating consequences on their lives. 

 In situations of extreme duress, or when fi ghting for fundamental freedoms that 

are widely supported throughout the populace, the disruptive character of nonviolent 

resistance can enjoy broad public approval and can thus be extremely e� ective in 

disrupting oppressive power structures. At the same time, the disruptive character of 

resistance always involves some risk. Resistance may increase support for a movement, 

but if the disruption is perceived by the wider populace as unjustifi ed then it can rebound 

against it.

 The transition in Nepal is an important example of this dynamic at work. The 

2006 movement that overthrew King Gyanendra successfully deployed a very e� ective 

set of civil resistance tactics, including a general strike, road blockades around the 

country, and protesters that numbered in the millions. The scale and disruptiveness of 

the movement were e� ective in pressuring the king to step down from power.  

 However, after the movement ended, this tactical repertoire still continued to 

play a major role in Nepali politics. Various political forces in Nepal, from the country’s 

major political parties to groups advocating for ethnic, caste, and other minority group 

rights, continued to use tactics that disrupted public life and imposed heavy economic 
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costs on their opponents. Two of the methods that became quite common were the 

bandh, or general strike, and the chakka jam, or tra�  c jam.  

 Perhaps the most extreme example of this kind of action was activists from 

the Madhesh region of southern Nepal blockading roads from India into Nepal. This 

prevented the importation of many of the basic goods necessary for daily life in Nepal’s 

major urban centers. The Madheshis used this tactic twice—once in 2007 and once 

in 2015. It proved very e� ective: The economic pressure successfully led the Nepali 

political elite to o� er substantial concessions, but it signifi cantly turned public opinion 

against Madheshis and their struggle for equal rights.

 The blockade and other disruptive tools of nonviolent resistance used by various 

political and ethnic groups in Nepal undermined support for democracy as well. In 

interviews conducted for this monograph, many Nepali political and social leaders, 

including some who had played key roles in the 2006 revolution, described how 

the events of the 10 years since the 2006 revolution had undermined their belief in 

democracy’s capacity to meet Nepalis’ social and economic needs. A few called for the 

return of the country’s monarchy,30  while others expressed support for military rule or 

some other form of strong authoritarian control for a period of time to discipline the 

country’s political system and its civic forces.

 It remains to be seen whether any powerful political actor will attempt such full-

scale anti-democratic moves. However, what is not in doubt is that relying on these 

kinds of street actions has severely disrupted the country’s democratic transition. 

This has lengthened the process of establishing a new constitution, undermined the 

potential for economic growth,31  and weakened the legitimacy and credibility of 

political and civil society groups that ousted the monarchy in the name of democratic 

principles. This has led the Nepali public to become skeptical and cynical about politics 

and political engagement.

Support Institutional Channels of Politics

 It can be di�  cult for rebels who have been fi ghting the political system to begin 

to play the political game. However, making this move is crucial for a new democracy 

to consolidate and build institutions that can sustain positive change in the long term.  
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The great innovation of democratic political systems is the blend of confl ict and 

consensus that, in theory, leads to the greatest representation of people’s interests. 

Confl ict is unavoidable because of the diversity present in all societies. Any political 

consensus that completely ignores confl ict will almost defi nitely do so by silencing 

the voices of the disadvantaged. Yet confl icts without some kind of consensus about 

how one should resolve them easily spiral out into destruction and violence. Political 

institutions—that is to say, regular formal or informal rules of the political game—allow 

necessary social and political confl icts to occur but prevent this escalatory spiral. Instead 

of easily becoming all-or-nothing struggles between sworn enemies, institutions shift 

political confl icts into areas of limited competition between rivals.  

 Political institutions are also crucial for achieving long-term social and economic 

benefi ts. Political institutions regulate and center the expectations of political actors, 

enabling them to focus on long-term goals. When political power contenders know 

clearly how to get power, what elections will look like, and what the guardrails of political 

behavior may be, they can easily focus on a wide array of political questions: How can 

our country achieve economic growth? How can we improve the livelihoods of the 

underprivileged? What kind of reforms in health, education, and public welfare will be 

most benefi cial for the country?

 Constitutions are one of the most important ways of regulating political 

competition in a democratic system. During political transitions, civil resistance 

activists should focus on supporting the establishment of a constitutional system 

acceptable to all major political forces in society. Both the written constitution itself 

and its drafting process are important areas of concern, since the latter may be a 

lengthy, involved endeavor.  

 Still, the written constitution alone will achieve little if political actors do not 

embrace the norms that inform the constitution. In Nepal, many activists and political 

elites spoke very highly of the country’s constitution, which contains numerous highly 

progressive and admirable clauses. However, the principles of the constitution have 

not yet been engrained in political practice, and thus its power to regulate political 

competition and free up political leaders to focus on bringing benefi ts to their 

constituents is limited. 

 The key function of political institutions is to create the regular, limited forms 

of competition that make possible productive, sustainable democratic politics. Without 

them, winner-take-all politics will dominate and undermine political stability. Movements 
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should identify concrete ways to reward political leaders, parties, and the public at large 

for accepting informal norms and behaviors that regularize political competition, for 

instance through encouraging dialogue or holding marches in favor of the acceptance 

of new political rules. 

 Some individuals and groups within movements should also consider how best 

they themselves can transition into regular political competition. While it is important 

to keep outside, independent sources of pressure, as described in the previous chapter, 

there is a place for some organizations to transition from criticizing the system of 

political competition to becoming a part of that system. 

 The move to “institutional” politics should by no means be interpreted as a 

move to purely “elite” politics in which important decisions are left to people in power. 

Constitutional principles can also be practiced on the street. One example is when 

activists maintain strict codes of nonviolent discipline while they invoke and practice 

their constitutional rights to freedom of expression, protest, or public assembly.  

 The Brazilian transition underscores the benefi ts of moving to institutional politics. 

Prior to the end of the military regime in 1985, Brazil had a long history of political 

competition spilling well beyond the boundaries of conventional politics. Political 

competition had been extensive, fi erce, and often violent: The Brazilian Empire was 

overthrown and an elite-led republic established in 1889, followed later by the 1930 

revolution against this republic, and the subsequent back and forth of Brazil’s politics in 

the 1950s and 60s, culminating in the 1964 military coup.

 Portions of the Brazilian opposition that had come together to push out the 

military regime also harbored specifi c historical legacies of violent, all-or-nothing 

revolutionary struggle. The Communist Party of Brazil (PCdoB), for example, had been 

founded in 1962 as a Maoist-style revolutionary group attempting not just to overthrow 

Brazil’s military dictatorship but to establish a one-party Communist dictatorship.

 There was also signifi cant resentment from the more radical portions of the 

Brazilian opposition toward their moderate comrades. The popular mobilization 

of the 1984 Diretas Já movement had, in the eyes of many, particularly in the labor 

movement, been cut o�  too quickly.  Some believed the more moderate, elite factions 

of the opposition had been too quick to cut a deal with soft-liners in the military regime. 

Had the movement continued, many believed they could have achieved a much more 

dramatic break with the military dictatorship and moved much more quickly toward 

their democratic hopes (Keck 1992, 220-23). 
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 Some of the Brazilian opposition clearly had the experience and motivation to 

withdraw from the political institutions being set up during the transition. They were 

certainly seeking to disrupt the transition to achieve a more radical social and political 

transformation. However, by and large, even the more radical factions of the Brazilian 

opposition did not choose to take this course. Instead, they recognized the deeper 

underlying need for organized rules of competition to regulate Brazil’s political system. 

Rather than breaking down or circumventing those formalizing rules through radical 

street action, they sought, to the extent possible, to ensure that they had a seat at the 

table in shaping what those rules would look like. 

Groups such as the PCdoB and the Worker’s Party (PT) put forth concerted e� orts 

to fully integrate the electoral landscape in Brazil’s 1986 parliamentary elections—the 

fi rst elections in the new non-military (but still not fully democratic) system. The 1986 

elections were crucial because the parliament chosen in those elections would also 

function as a constituent assembly to write Brazil’s new constitution. While they were a 

minority, groups such as the PT successfully gained a seat at the table and then began 

pushing for change through the venue of the constituent assembly.

 The fact that all major factions of Brazil’s political class sought to participate in 

the process of writing the constitution gave the constitution tremendous legitimacy. 

Within this environment they competed vigorously with one another, clearly showing 

the strong points of divergence between elites from the old military government and 

elites who had risen out of the nonviolent opposition to the military regime. Because all 

agreed on the rules of the game, they were still able to limit the disruptive nature of this 

competition, confi ning it within the established institution and instead developing stable, 

peaceful ways of competing with one another.

 Allegiance to the brand new institutional framework of Brazilian democracy 

proved infl uential just a few years later, when it became clear that Brazil’s fi rst directly 

elected president since the end of the military regime, Fernando Collor de Mello, was 

engaged in pervasive nepotism and political corruption. Popular movements demanded 

his ouster but did so solely by calling for constitutional measures to be implemented—an 

illustration of the trust in and legitimacy of the young institutions. 

 This enabled Brazil to weather a crisis that threatened to undermine its democracy, 

but that in reality strengthened it as social forces gave the new political institutions 

opportunities to do their work. The Brazilian Congress impeached Collor de Mello 

strictly following the procedures laid out in the constitution, and his vice president, 
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Itamar Franco, came to power. Because people bought into and supported the process, 

President Franco was able to enjoy widespread legitimacy and support, an endorsement 

that enabled him to embark on major economic and social reforms, such as the famous 

Plano Real monetary reform that has positively transformed Brazil’s economy.

Don’t Shut Everyone from the Old Regime Out

 One common demand after nonviolent revolutions succeed in ousting an old 

government is for those previously in power to be held accountable for their actions. 

Particularly in countries where the old regime ruled through intimidation and terror, the 

injustices of the past cry out for redress. Some degree of changing power relations is 

necessary for a successful transition to democracy. Changing the rules of the game but 

keeping the entirely same group of people in positions of power is unlikely to lead to 

democratic change.

 However, it can also cause severe problems when the new people in power 

demand extreme changes that fully remove from politics and government institutions all 

fi gures from the former regime. This is because, in almost any modern state, including 

non-democratic regimes, the government will absorb a high percentage of the educated, 

professional, and politically engaged population. Many of these people, while they may 

be willing to go along with the practices of a non-democratic regime, do not necessarily 

share its values. If given the opportunity, they may be ready to accept and participate in 

democratic politics or as civil servants administering state functions in a new political 

structure after the non-democratic regime falls.

 When a transition begins, many of these fi gures from the old regime may become 

supportive of democracy if they see prospects for continuing their political fortunes or 

professional advancements in the new system. However, if demands for terminating 

their professional participation become too extreme, it is likely to give this highly skilled 

and potentially infl uential part of the population strong incentives to undermine the 

transition and return to a political arrangement where they have access to power. In 

fact, research from a wide range of transitions has found that when members of the 

old regime form political parties and compete in the new democratic system, it helps 

facilitate stable political competition that can lead to consolidated democracy (Loxton 
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2015, Gryzmala-Busse 2006, Riedl 2014). In contrast, when there are concentrated e� orts 

to shut out members of the old regime, political competition remains more radicalized.

 In addition, while imposing the rule of law to punish old abuses is certainly a major 

step forward for any new democratic government, vengeance on any and all of those 

who benefi ted from the old regime is likely to discourage inclusive democratic politics 

and instead encourage a new kind of exclusive and discriminatory form of governance.  

 Events from the transition in Zambia illustrate the potential pitfalls of attempting 

to unfairly exclude members of the old regime from political competition. Although 

many fi gures from the Movement for Multiparty Democracy were originally part of the 

dictatorial United National Independence Party, once the MMD came into power, their 

position towards UNIP changed dramatically.  

 O�  cials from UNIP, including the former President Kenneth Kaunda, sought to 

continue to engage in electoral politics. While the MMD under President Chiluba did 

not make UNIP illegal—which would have been a particularly ironic move for a political 

party with “multiparty democracy” in its very name—they did seek to use the maximum 

possible extent of government power to disadvantage UNIP and ensure that its political 

infl uence remained marginal.  

 In particular, President Chiluba readily deployed the Preservation of Public 

Security Act, a colonial-era piece of legislation that the British used to suppress Zambia’s 

independence movement. The Preservation of Public Security Act requires any public 

gathering to have the approval of the local police chief. If a meeting goes ahead without 

this permission, it can be, and frequently is, violently dispersed by security forces. UNIP 

meeting after UNIP meeting faced such repression.  

 President Kaunda and UNIP reacted strongly to these actions to exclude 

members of the old regime. Kaunda began demanding not just political mobilization 

but widespread civil disobedience, arguing that the MMD government “should be fought 

in the same way UNIP fought the colonial government” (Ihonvbere 1995, 95). Several 

UNIP leaders developed the “Zero Option” plan to carry out this fi ght. The plan laid out 

steps to overthrow the government prior to the 1996 elections through a combination 

of fostering divisions within MMD and orchestrating a nationwide campaign of strikes 

and demonstrations. The plan also called for more sinister attempts to disrupt MMD 

rule, such as paying unemployed young men to initiate a wave of thefts and other petty 

crimes in major town centers to create a feeling of chaos and insecurity around the 

country (Ihonvbere 1995, 99). Security forces discovered the plot before it could be 
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implemented, and the MMD proceeded to arrest 26 UNIP leaders and briefl y declare a 

state of emergency.

 The Zero Option episode, as well as the MMD’s moves to prevent UNIP from 

competing in elections, signifi cantly undermined the creation of democratic politics. 

Instead, it initiated a pattern of political competition in Zambia in which the ruling party 

used every tool at its disposal to bias the electoral playing fi eld against its opponents, 

ultimately undermining the creation of truly democratic politics.  

Conclusion

 This chapter has argued that another central challenge in establishing democracy 

after successful nonviolent resistance movements is the presence of street radicalism. 

Democratization becomes more di�  cult during a political transition when:

1.   Movements use tools of nonviolent resistance for winner-take-all struggles;

2.   The tactics of that struggle focus on extra-institutional disruption and the

 imposition of costs; and 

3.    The goals of those struggles are mostly about immediate political competition

      rather than the long-term transformation of power.

 There is a strong statistical association between high levels of street radicalism 

and declining levels of democracy at the end of political transitions. The cases of 

Nepal, Zambia, and Brazil point to three lessons about how to reduce street radicalism 

and channel mobilization during the transition into means that will encourage 

democratization.  

 The fi rst lesson is that extreme tactics, even when nonviolent, can backfi re. Too 

much disruption, particularly when it is focused on the kinds of short-term goals typical 

of street radicalism, can undermine support for democracy. Specifi c choices of when 

disruption will be benefi cial and when it will not will vary from case to case, and activists 

should seek deeper knowledge of their own situation to inform their decisions. The 

general lesson is a cautionary note to be aware that too much disruption in pursuit of 

short-term goals has potential downsides.
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 But when and how can movements direct mobilization to avoid street radicalism? 

They can shift from street activism to supporting and encouraging participation in new 

institutions, be it strengthening political parties, joining an electoral process, or actively 

engaging in the work of a constituent assembly that will draft a new constitution laying 

out the basic rules for a democratic future.

 The third and fi nal lesson is to not shut out everyone who was part of the old 

regime. Shutting them out can create resentment toward democracy from powerful 

foes who will be highly motivated and, perhaps, well-placed to disrupt it. Instead, 

working out ways for people who were involved in the old regime to become invested 

in democratic politics will help create a broader social and political consensus around a 

new democracy.
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 Research showing the relative e� ectiveness of 

nonviolent resistance can be misinterpreted as meaning 

that nonviolent resistance—particularly in the extreme 

case of a movement to overthrow a dictator—is easy. This 

is defi nitely not the case. Nonviolent struggles, just like 

any form of resistance to injustice, face major challenges 

in mobilizing participants (Tilly 1978), maintaining a united 

front (Ackerman and DuVall 2005), and keeping their 

participants from engaging in violence (Pinckney 2016). And then, even if a movement 

succeeds in overcoming these challenges and ousting a dictatorial government, initiating 

a political transition and moving toward a new form of politics are major struggles in 

their own right. 

 As the Nepali saying goes: “The elephant got through but its tail is stuck.” It is easy 

to understand the di�  culty of overthrowing a dictatorship. When activists see police 

with tear gas and rubber bullets, when they watch the dictator on television denouncing 

instability and foreign infl uence, the sheer size of the task becomes apparent.

 But if resisters are not careful, once they have completed the elephantine 

task of overthrowing a dictator, they may fi nd themselves with the elephant’s tail 

stuck in the transitional doorway. There are real challenges associated with the less 

glamorous but no less important stages of resistance once the dictator has vacated 

the seat in government.

 Thus, the message of this monograph is both one of encouragement and one 

of caution.  On the encouraging side, it adds to the growing consensus that nonviolent 

resistance promotes democratic change. Many di� erent scholars have concluded this 

fi nding in a variety of di� erent ways, whether looking at individual cases or large-n 

statistical analyses. The analysis of the Civil Resistance Transitions data confi rms this 

fi nding, further adding to our confi dence in this highly robust and substantive relationship. 

Part 5

Final Takeaways on Civil 
Resistance and Democratization

When examining 
the paths out of 

authoritarian rule, 
the clearest way to 

democracy goes 
through nonviolent 

resistance.
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When examining the paths out of authoritarian rule, the clearest way to democracy 

goes through nonviolent resistance.  

 However, on the cautionary side, it is also clear that nonviolently overthrowing a 

dictator on its own is not enough to ensure a robust, representative democracy. More 

challenges arise once the dictator is gone and the country is in the midst of moving 

toward a new political regime. It is important to recognize these challenges from a 

scholarly perspective and from an activist and political perspective.  

 It is also important to recognize the limitations of scholarly knowledge when 

it comes to something as complex as nonviolent resistance. While strong empirical 

evidence supports this monograph’s lessons, this does not necessarily mean that 

they will play out in the same way in new cases as they have historically. Activists 

and policymakers seeking to apply these fi ndings should look fi rst to the dynamics of 

their own societies and implement these lessons only as they are appropriate in their 

specifi c contexts.

 The lessons given here are guidelines to enrich the thinking of scholars, activists, 

and policymakers. They cannot be directly and simplistically applied in any situation. 

Instead, readers should incorporate them with careful strategic consideration of the 

di� erent actors at work in a country’s politics, the incentives that those actors face, and 

the underlying political environment.

Takeaways for Scholars

 Several fi ndings from this monograph are relevant to the growing academic 

discussion about nonviolent resistance and democratization. The quantitative modeling 

in this monograph, based on a pool of more than 300 transitions from authoritarian 

regimes from 1945 to 2015, has shown, fi rst, that nonviolent resistance as a tactic 

for initiating regime breakdown strongly increases the likelihood of democratization, 

controlling for other prominent explanations for democratization. Second, within the 

population of 78 transitions initiated by nonviolent resistance, high civic mobilization 

and low street radicalism largely explain the variation in democratic outcomes.

 In other words, how non-democratic regimes are ousted has important e� ects 

on long-term outcomes. Nonviolent resistance has an independent impact on 
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democratization beyond any connection to other democracy-facilitating factors such as 

high socio-economic development or a moderate level of authoritarianism. The results 

of this study underscore these ideas.

 This study is also a strong call for scholars to recognize and clearly articulate that 

di� erent patterns of political behavior during transitional periods will lead to radically 

di� erent outcomes. This centrally important political process—democratization—involves 

many di� erent steps, and each step matters. In particular, patterns of behavior related 

to civic mobilization and patterns of street radicalism have a statistically signifi cant and 

substantive impact on the level of democracy at the end of a political transition. We 

must take these into account if we wish to develop a detailed understanding and robust 

predictive models of democratization.

 Finally, this monograph contributes to broader discussions about the relative 

impact of structural factors and agency-related decisions. Because the impact of these 

patterns of behavior adds explanatory leverage, this strongly suggests that such patterns 

cannot simply be derived from their structural preconditions. We should examine patterns 

of choices made by actors as explanatory factors in their own right and continue to 

develop models that show that structural factors may shape, but do not determine, 

major political outcomes.

Takeaways for Civil Resistance Practitioners

 From an activist’s perspective, the message is to think clearly and carefully about 

the steps that come after the ouster of a non-democratic regime. Earlier literature 

on strategic nonviolent confl ict calls on activists to think carefully about the steps 

to achieving the goals of their struggles (Ackerman and Kruegler 1994, Sharp 2005, 

Helvey 2004). Similarly, this monograph calls on activists to think carefully about what 

comes after their central goals are achieved, and to do this thinking while they are still 

engaged in resisting repression and injustice—well before any political opening.  

 How can activists think through the political visions, organizational structures, 

and practices of resistance that will continue to push their country’s political system 

toward a democratic, representative future? How can they anticipate and plan for the 

challenges that are likely to arise along the way?
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Part 5: Final Takeaways on Civil Resistance and Democratization

 One useful way to think about these challenges is in terms of mobilization and 

street radicalism. Continued mobilization and popular pressure play an important role 

in keeping new political elites accountable and ensuring that the transition away from 

dictatorship truly goes the full distance to democracy. Yet this mobilization must be 

careful to avoid the temptations of street radicalism and instead settle for the regular 

routines of democratic politics. 

 These challenges are surely not the only ones that arise in civil resistance 

transitions.  Future research may productively articulate many more. Nor is the 

resolution of these challenges a simple matter of recognizing that they exist. As 

with any political dynamic, the interacting decisions of many di� erent players come 

together to create the outcome. Individual activists, new political leaders, social and 

political elites: all of these various groups will together a� ect how these challenges 

play out in individual transitions.

Takeaways for External Actors

 How can external actors interested in helping nonviolent movements apply 

this monograph’s lessons? The fi rst way is to exercise more caution. External actors 

should be careful to give local movements the fl exibility and autonomy that will allow 

them to remain intimately connected to the needs, desires, and passions of their local 

constituencies. Long-term mobilization is best served by grassroots initiatives from 

people who understand and are deeply connected to their local context.

 However, external actors may play a role in helping activists think through the 

potential challenges that may arise once they have brought down repressive political 

regimes. Sharing principles of careful strategic planning, preparation for maintaining 

mobilization once the old regime is no longer in power to keep people engaged, as 

well as technical training and preparation for the complex questions of arranging new 

constitutional structures may all be helpful interventions.

 More specifi cally, external actors can think about suitable strategies, including 

trainings, knowledge and skills sharing, and capacity building that could help activists 

address the specifi c challenges of mobilization and street radicalism. One way of 

encouraging this capacity building would be through connecting movements in the 
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midst of political transitions with those who have successfully navigated transitions in 

the past. 

 As we see rollbacks in democracy in many places around the world, the promise 

of nonviolent resistance becomes ever more important. It is the author’s hope that 

this monograph will be a resource for those who are helping to bring that promise to 

fruition, and a guide along this di�  cult path—from the moment of hope as the people 

push a dictator from power, to the moment of fulfi llment as the downfall of the old is 

followed by the creation of a new democratic political order that respects the freedoms 

and aspirations of the people. 
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Methodological Appendix

Methodological Appendix
This methodological appendix describes in greater detail the research methods used to generate fi ndings 

described in this monograph. It also provides reference materials and more detailed reports of those 

fi ndings. It is geared more toward scholarly audiences curious about the research than it is toward general 

audiences. However, general audience readers curious about the research may also fi nd much that is of 

interest. 

The fi rst section of the methodological appendix describes the statistical methods behind the results 

presented at the end of Chapter 2 and the beginning of Chapters 3 and 4. The second section describes 

the qualitative methods behind the case study material presented in support of the lessons learned 

primarily in Chapters 3 and 4.

Quantitative Research

In this section of the methodological appendix, I provide more detail on how the variables included in the 

quantitative testing were coded. 

Civil Resistance Transitions

The fi rst key element to consider is how to set up the population of political transitions, and whether 

a particular transition can be considered a civil resistance transition. As described in Chapter 1, the 

population of cases, both of transitions as a whole and then of civil resistance transitions (CRTs) , comes 

from combining two well-respected data sources: the data on non-democratic regimes and their types of 

failure produced by Barbara Geddes, Joseph Wright, and Erica Frantz (2014), and the NAVCO 2.1 dataset 

produced by Erica Chenoweth and Christopher Shay. 

The Geddes data includes every instance in which an authoritarian regime broke down. It has a crucial 

advantage over other data sources because it measures the duration of individual regimes, defi ned as “the 

rules that: (1) identify the group from which leaders can come; and (2) determine who infl uences leadership 

choice and policy” (Geddes, Wright and Frantz 2014, 314).  Transitions from one authoritarian regime to 

another are captured in the data, even if the level of democracy remained more or less unchanged from 

before the transition to after the transition. For instance, the Cuban Revolution in 1959 or the Iranian 

Revolution in 1979, in which one authoritarian regime was replaced by another, are both captured in the 

data as transitions from one regime to another rather than continuous periods of non-democracy.
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The population of transitions began with the entire population of authoritarian regime breakdown from 

1945 through 2011 in the Geddes data.  All of the transitions from colonial rule to independence during 

this time period were also added. This process leads to a total population of 331 transitions.

The number of CRTs was then determined from this population. The fi rst step in this process was to 

identify all country-years with ongoing nonviolent resistance campaigns in NAVCO 2.1 that correlated with 

a year of authoritarian regime breakdown in the Geddes data.33 Each of these cases was then checked 

individually through an examination of the country-specifi c scholarly literature. A small number of cases 

discovered through independent research and through examining the cases included in Pinckney (2014) 

and Bethke and Pinckney (2016) were also added.

To determine whether a case warranted inclusion as a CRT depended on four key factors:

1.   Scope. Was the civil resistance campaign of a size and ubiquity that it would have been almost 

impossible to ignore? Larger campaigns that were spread more widely across the country are 

more likely to have had a crucial impact on the subsequent process of political development. 

Campaigns that took place concurrently with regime transitions but were small or concentrated 

solely in isolated pockets of the country were treated with more skepticism.

2.   Sporadic reference in the literature. If in reviewing the secondary literature on a case where a 

civil resistance movement took place one routinely fi nds the civil resistance campaign is ignored, 

or its signifi cance downplayed by scholars and other observers, then its inclusion was treated with 

greater skepticism. 

3.   Time elapsed. If regime breakdown occurred coterminous with, or in the immediate aftermath 

of, major civil resistance activity, then the case was considered a more likely candidate for 

inclusion. If a long period of time elapsed between major nonviolent resistance activities and the 

regime change, then the case was considered more skeptically.

4.  Counterfactual plausibility. This is the most powerful criterion, even if it is also the most 

abstract. Can one make a plausible case that the trajectory of regime breakdown would have 

occurred in the same or a similar way absent the civil resistance campaign?  If so, then the case 

is likely not suitable for inclusion as a CRT. If, however, the historical case for regime change is 

di�  cult to plausibly imagine absent the civil resistance campaign, then the case is likely a CRT. 

Table AP.1 on pages 86 through 88 lists all CRTs included in the study, along with their corresponding start 

year and country.
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Table AP.1: Full List of Civil Resistance Transitions

Country

Guatemala

India

Haiti

Ghana

Colombia

Venezuela

Democratic Republic of Congo

South Korea

Cameroon

Dominican Republic

Zambia

Malawi

Sudan

Madagascar

Thailand

Portugal

Greece

Bolivia

Iran

Bolivia

Argentina

Uruguay

Brazil

Sudan

Haiti

Philippines

South Korea

Panama

Chile

East Germany

Poland

Czechoslovakia

Hungary

Bulgaria

1945

1947

1956

1957

1958

1958

1960

1960

1961

1962

1964

1964

1965

1972

1973

1974

1974

1979

1979

1982

1983

1984

1985

1985

1986

1986

1987

1989

1989

1989

1989

1989

1990

1990

October Revolutionaries

Gandhian Campaign

Convention People’s Party movement

Anti-Rojas

Anti-Jimenez

South Korea Student Revolution

Cameroon anti-colonialist movement

Anti-Balaguer

Zambia Anti-occupation

Nyasaland African Congress

Anti-Tsiranana Campaign

Thai student protests

Carnation Revolution

Greece Anti-Military

Bolivian Anti-Junta

Iranian Revolution

Bolivian Anti-Junta

Argentina pro-democracy movement

Uruguay Anti-Military 

Diretas Ja

Anti-Jaafar

Anti-Duvalier

People Power

South Korea Anti-Military

Anti-Noriega

Anti-Pinochet Movement

East Germany pro-dem movement

Solidarity

Velvet Revolution

Hungary pro-dem movement

Bulgaria Anti-Communist

Year Campaign Name
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Table AP.1: Full List of Civil Resistance Transitions (continued)

Country

Benin Anti-Communist

Mongolian Anti-communist

Bangladesh Anti-Ershad

The Stir

Albania Anti-Communist

Slovenian Independence

Russia pro-dem movement

Singing Revolution

Latvia pro-dem movement

Sajudis 

Belarus Anti-Communist

Georgia Anti-Soviet

Mali Anti-Military

Niger Anti-Military

Zambia Anti-Single Party

Kyrgyzstan Democratic Movement

Anti Burnham/Hoyte

Thai pro-dem movement

Nigeria Anti-Military

Active Forces

Anti-Banda

South Africa Second Defiance Campaign

Nigeria Anti-Military

Anti-Suharto

Anti-PRI

Anti-Fujimori

Croatian Institutional Reform

Anti-Milosevic

Anti-Diouf

Madagascar pro-democracy movement

Year Campaign Name

Benin

Mongolia

Bangladesh

Nepal

Albania

Slovenia

Soviet Union

Estonia

Latvia

Lithuania

Belarus

Georgia

Mali

Niger

Zambia

Kyrgyzstan

Guyana

Thailand

Nigeria

Central African Republic

Madagascar

Malawi

South Africa

Nigeria

Indonesia

Mexico

Peru

Croatia

Serbia

Senegal

Ghana

Lesotho

Madagascar

East Timor

1990

1990

1990

1990

1991

1991

1991

1991

1991

1991

1991

1991

1991

1991

1991

1991

1992

1992

1993

1993

1993

1994

1994

1999

1999

2000

2000

2000

2000

2000

2000

2002

2002

2002
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Table AP.1: Full List of Civil Resistance Transitions (continued)

Country

Rose Revolution

Orange Revolution

Cedar Revolution

Tulip Revolution

Nepalese Anti-government

Lawyer’s Movement

Anti-Ben Ali Campaign (Jasmine Revolution)

Anti-Mubarak Movement

Anti-Saleh Movement

Year Campaign Name

Georgia

Ukraine

Lebanon

Kyrgyzstan

Liberia

Nepal

Pakistan

Tunisia

Egypt

Yemen

2003

2004

2005

2005

2006

2006

2008

2011

2011

2011

Democracy Source and Coding

The sources for coding democracy, both in a continuous and binary sense, are described in the main text 

and thus not repeated in depth here. Democracy as a continuous variable is coded using the polyarchy 

score from the Varieties of Democracy project. Democracy in a binary sense is coded primarily using the 

coding of democratic regimes from the Geddes et al 2014 data. Countries that were not included in the 

Geddes dataset were coded using the Boix, Miller and Rosato dataset of democratic regimes (Boix, Miller 

and Rosato 2013). 

Civic Mobilization and Street Radicalism

When operationalizing the two concepts introduced in this monograph: civic mobilization and street 

radicalism, rather than relying on a single empirical indicator, primary factor analysis is used to capture 

both phenomena as underlying latent dimensions that are imperfectly captured by several di� erent 

observable indicators. It is important to note that while some of the indicators used to construct these 

factors come from the Varieties of Democracy project, none of them are components in the polyarchy 

index, which is one of the primary dependent variables. Factor analysis uses the patterns of covariance 

between di� erent empirical indicators to describe the underlying dimensionalities that they share. The 

central idea is that certain factors we are interested in, in this case civic mobilization and street radicalism, 

cannot be directly measured. However, several di� erent factors that we can measure are related to the 

one we can’t measure. Thus we can get a good idea of what the unmeasurable factor is like by combining 

the measurable factors based on their patterns of change. 
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Civic mobilization is measured by combining three di� erent indicators, all of which were averaged across 

the period of transition. The fi rst indicator, from the Varieties of Democracy project, measures the degree 

of popular involvement in civil society activity in a country in a year. The coding of this variable involved 

asking the expert coders to characterize a country’s level of public involvement in civil society on a four-

point scale ranging from a characterization of “most associations are state-sponsored…participation is not 

purely voluntary” at one end to “there are many diverse CSOs and it is considered normal for people to be 

at least occasionally active in one of them” at the other end (Coppedge, Gerring, et al. 2017, 246).  

The second indicator measures the degree of public deliberation. As with the above measure, country 

experts coded this variable based on an ordinal characterization of a country in a year. Codings could 

range on a six-point scale from values equivalent to “public deliberation is never allowed” to “large numbers 

of non-elite groups as well as ordinary people tend to discuss major policies among themselves, in the 

media, in associations or neighborhoods, or in the streets.  Grass roots deliberation is common and 

unconstrained” (Coppedge, Gerring, et al. 2017, 202-203).  

The two measures from V-Dem capture more institutional forms of mobilization. A measure from the 

Phoenix Event Data Set from the Cline Center at the University of Illinois captures more traditionally 

considered nonviolent resistance. It is a sum of the number of “protest” events in a country in a year, 

according to the CAMEO ontology (Schrodt, et al. 2008), with adjustments made to account for temporal 

and geographic reporting bias. This is a fairly broad category of events that includes sub-categories such 

as “rally or demonstrate,” “conduct strike or boycott,” and “obstruct or block passage.”

When run through principal factor analysis, these three measures combine to create a single factor above 

the common standard of an eigenvalue greater than one, strongly suggesting that their covariance can 

be best explained in terms of a single underlying dimension. Table AP.2 below shows the factor loading 

of the indicators, averaged across the fi ve Amelia imputations. As the table shows, the Phoenix measure 

loads weakest onto the factor, meaning that this indicator is less strongly associated with the other two 

indicators than they are with each other. This refl ects the pact that protests are a slightly di� erent form of 

mobilization. However, the factor analysis does not generate a second factor with an eigenvalue above 

one, indicating that there is not a strong second dimension to these indicators. 

Table AP.2: Civic Mobilization Component Factor Loading

Variable Factor Loading

0.791795

0.792332

0.045711

Public Deliberation

Civil Society Participation

Protest Events



89

Methodological Appendix

The street radicalism factor similarly uses some variables from V-Dem as well as one from the Polity IV 

dataset to generate its factor score, with all variables similarly averaged across the transitional period. 

The fi rst measures the degree to which political actors engage in electoral boycotts, refl ecting political 

polarization and a lack of trust in new institutions. This is a four-level ordinal variable that ranges from 

“no parties or candidates boycotted the elections” to “all opposition parties and candidates boycotted 

the elections” and is then transformed into a continuous variable using V-Dem’s ordinal interval response 

theory method (Coppedge, Gerring, et al. 2017, 96-97). 

The second measures the degree to which electoral results are accepted and is also a four-level ordinal 

variable transformed into a continuous variable through interval response theory methods. The variable’s 

original values ranged from “no candidates accepted the results of the election” to “all parties and 

candidates accepted the results” (Coppedge, Gerring, et al. 2017, 107). The third measures the degree 

to which “anti-system” movements, defi ned as “any movement – peaceful or armed – that is based in 

the country (not abroad) and is organized in opposition to the current political system” are present in 

the political system and has original values that range from “anti-system movements are practically non-

existent” to “there is a very high level of anti-system movement activity, posing a real and present threat to 

the regime” (Coppedge, Gerring, et al. 2017, 247).  

A measure from the Polity IV dataset based on their “regulation of participation” or parreg variable is also 

included. In Polity’s codebook, this variable is presented as ordinal with fi ve possible levels, capturing a 

political system’s place along the spectrum of “unregulated” to “regulated.” Regulation of participation 

can capture any number of diverse aspects of the political system and does not precisely connect to the 

concept of street radicalism. However, one level of this variable is intended to capture whether a political 

system is “sectarian,” that is, according to the Polity IV codebook, a political system where “political 

demands are characterized by incompatible interests and intransigent posturing among multiple identity 

groups and oscillate more or less regularly between intense factionalism and government favoritism” 

(Marshall, Gurr and Jaggers, Polity IV Project: Political Regime Characteristics and Transitions, 1800-2015 

2016, 26). This description closely approximates a political system characterized by street radicalism, 

so I created a binary transformation of the parreg variable capturing whether a country was considered 

“sectarian” in a year.

As with the mobilization factor, principal factor analysis of these indicators generated only a single factor 

with an eigenvalue greater than one. Table AP.3 on page 90 shows the loading of the indicators.
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Table AP.3: Street Radicalism Component Factor Loading

Variable Factor Loading

Election Acceptance

Election Boycotts

Anti-System Movements

Sectarian Political Participation

0.579966

0.650137

0.347952

0.05568

Control Variables

As described in Chapter 1, all statistical models in the monograph control for four prominent alternative 

explanations for democratization: modernization, regional di� usion, Western infl uence, and past level 

of democracy. This section details the specifi c source material and coding decisions for these control 

variables.

First, all tests control for the infl uence of modernization. Socio-economic modernization is the aspect 

of a country’s politics that the largest number of scholars have argued a� ects that country’s likelihood of 

democratizing (Lipset 1959, Teorell 2010). Modernization is a complex set of processes. However, at its 

core modernization is about a country’s level of economic development, urbanization, and educational 

attainment. Thus, to control for modernization’s infl uence on democracy, this monograph uses an 

aggregated modernization factor including measure of GDP per capita from the Maddisson Project, the 

infant mortality rate, the country’s degree of urbanization, and the average number of years of education 

for children older than 15.34 

•  GDP per Capita: This variable is imported from V-Dem and transformed using the natural 

logarithm. The variable’s original source is the Maddison Project. For details on their data collection 

process, see Bolt and van Zanden 2014 as well as the project’s website: http://www.ggdc.net/

maddison/maddison-project/home.htm.

•  Urbanization: This variable is the ratio of the total urban population to the country’s total 

population. Urban population is defi ned according to “the criteria of each area of country.” 

This variable is imported from V-Dem. The original data come from the Clio-Infra project at the 

International Institute of Social History in the Netherlands. V-Dem then fi lls in missing years of 

data through linear interpolation. For more detail, see the V-Dem codebook, v7, pages 391-92 or 

the Clio-Infra project website at https://www.clio-infra.eu/.
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•   Education: This variable is the average number of years of education received for those over 

the age of 15, with some years of missing data imputed using a linear model based on sources 

that measure the average years of educational attainment, primary school completion rate, 

secondary school enrollment rate, and literacy rate. This variable is imported from V-Dem. They 

base the variable on several original sources—primarily Clio Infra, but also data from the World 

Bank and others. For more detail, see the V-Dem codebook, v7, page 369 or the Clio Infra website 

at https://www.clio-infra.eu/.

•   Infant Mortality: This base variable is the number of deaths prior to age 1 per 1000 live births 

in a year. This variable is then inverted so that the “good” outcome of lower infant mortality is 

at the high end of the variable, and thus the variable can be incorporated into a modernization 

factor. The variable is imported from V-Dem. They draw the data for the variable from Gapminder 

and Clio Infram and linearly interpolate missing data within a time series. For more detail, see the 

V-Dem codebook, v7, pages 389-390, and the Clio Infra and Gapminder websites at https://www.

clio-infra.eu/ and www.gapminder.org respectively.

These four underlying indicators combine into a single factor with an eigenvalue above one, which is 

used as this study’s indicator of modernization. The factor loading of the various underlying indicators is 

included in Table AP.4 below.

Table AP.4: Factor Loading for Modernization Factor

Variable Factor Loading

0.804074

0.804613

0.864839

0.847989

GDP per capita (Logged)

Urbanization

Education

Infant Mortality
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Many scholars have also argued that international factors are particularly important in explaining a 

country’s level of democracy. There are two key types of international infl uence that are important to 

take into account: regional di� usion or a geographical proximity, that is to say the e� ect of being in a 

“democratic neighborhood” (Brinks and Coppedge 2006, Gleditsch and Ward 2006); and linkage with the 

West, that is to say the country’s degree of social, economic, and political connection with the world’s 

developed democracies (Levitsky and Way 2010, Ritter 2014). The monograph measures regional di� usion 

by measuring the percentage of democracies in each country’s region.35 The monograph also uses two 

measures of Western linkage. The fi rst is the annual fl ow of exports and imports for each country to 

and from the United States, United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, and the Euro Area, as measured by the 

IMF, divided by GDP. The second is the country’s degree of connectedness to the global network of 

International Non-Governmental Organizations (INGOs), as measured in the INGO Network Centrality 

Score (INCS) developed by Hughes and her co-authors (2009) and later expanded by Paxton and her co-

authors (2015). 

Finally, all statistical tests control for the level of democracy in the regime that preceded the civil resistance-led 

transition. This is measured by taking the average polyarchy score over the fi ve years preceding the transition. 

Table AP.5 below contains summary statistics on all the variables included in the main statistical tests.

Table AP.5: Summary Statistics on Main Variables

Variable N

329

329

328

330

331

331

328

331

331

Mobilization

Street Radicalism

End of Transition Polyarchy

End of Transition Democracy

Old Regime Polyarchy

Modernization

INGO Linkage

Western Trade Linkage

Democratic Neighbors

Mean Std. Dev Min Max

0.158

0.077

0.342

0.4

0.231

-0.277

0.208

0.028

0.204

0.713

0.704

0.221

0.491

0.135

0.858

0.196

0.105

0.196

-1.804

-1.791

0.022

0

0.003

-2.389

0

0

0

1.725

2.365

0.902

1

0.727

1.829

0.836

1.5

1
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Detailed Statistical Results

The section below contains the detailed results for the four major statistical tests reported in the main 

text of the monograph: fi rst, whether civil resistance at the beginning of a transition leads to higher levels 

of democracy; second, whether civil resistance at the beginning of a transition increases the likelihood 

of crossing the democratic threshold; third, whether within the population of civil resistance transitions, 

mobilization and street radicalism a� ect the level of democracy at the end of the transition; and fourth, 

whether they similarly a� ect the likelihood of crossing the democratic threshold. See Pinckney 2017 for 

robustness checks of these results using di� erent operationalizations of the di� erent concepts. All tests 

with the polyarchy score as the dependent variable are OLS models with robust standard errors clustered 

by country code. All tests with the binary measure of democracy from Geddes as the dependent variable 

are logistic regression models, also with country-clustered robust standard errors.

Table AP.6 contains the results of the OLS and logistic regression models described in Chapter 2 and 

depicted graphically in Figure 2.5 (Models 1 and 3), as well as OLS and logistic regression models of 

democratization that include only the structural factors and do not include the measure of whether a 

transition is a CRT (Models 2 and 4).  

Table AP.6: Testing the Impact of CRTs on Post-Transition Democracy

Model 1
OLS

.17082***
(.02386)

.08080***
(.01486)

.17754***
(.04580)

-.00222
(.03674)

.01669
(.05833)

.47595***
(.08035)

.17431***
(.02980)

Civil Resistance Transition

Modernization

Democratic Neighbors

Trade Linkage

INGO Network Centrality

Previous Polyarchy Level

Constant

N

r2/Pseudo r2

Model 2
OLS

Model 3
Logistic

Model 4
Logistic

.09486***
(.01822)

.19510***
(.05557)

-.03200
(.04999)

.15342*
(.06833)

.41672***
(.08564)

.20168***
(.03495)

.45256*
(.19156)

2.2438**
(.78855)

-2.4658*
(1.2299)

1.6987*
(.84765)

3.3956**
(1.0488)

-1.8619***
(.40599)

.17478***
(.35251)

.33418
(.19516)

2.1955**
(.73813)

-2.7575*
(1.2291)

.44740
(.91098)

4.3594***
(1.1417)

-2.2646***
(.42905)

325

.54690

325

.46266

328

.23943

328

.17684

Robust standard errors, clustered by country, in parentheses

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < 0.001
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Table AP.7: Testing the Impact of Transitional Challenges on 
Post-Transition Democracy

Model 5 
OLS

Mobilization

Street Radicalism

Modernization

Trade Linkage

Democratic Neighbors

INGO Network Centrality

Previous Polyarchy Level

Constant

n

r2/Pseudo r2

Model 6 
OLS

Model 7 
Logistic

Model 8 
Logistic

.40276

(.35299)

2.2484

(1.8478)

3.5794

(8.6007)

-1.1631

(1.4689)

4.4670*

(2.1413)

-.09572

(.76290)

78

.74790

78

.49902

78

.24894

78

.10385

.14435***
(.02242)

-.11034***
(.02138)

.08702***
(.02206)

-.03504
(.13677)

.12801
(.08972)

-.12019
(.08120)

.10419
(.09765)

.38526***
(.04074)

.16506***

(.02404)

.28123

(.18583)

.13194

(.11502)

-.08031

(.10362)

.15572

(.15376)

.44059***

(.04991)

1.3618*
(.64450)

-1.1566*
(.47048)

-.36741
(.46251)

2.6234
(2.3303)

5.9947
(13.950)

-1.3063
(1.4990)

4.2910
(2.5792)

-.92897
(.97942)

Robust standard errors, clustered by country, in parentheses

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < 0.001

Table AP.7 below contains the test results of the e� ects of the mobilization and street radicalism factors 

on the democracy level at the end of transition in CRTs. Figures 3.1 and 4.1 are both based on Model 5. 

Also included is a logistic regression model measuring the impact of these factors on the likelihood of 

exceeding the threshold level of democracy described above (Model 7), and Models of democratization 

in CRTs, including only the control variables and not considering the impact of mobilization and street 

radicalism (Models 6 and 8).

Table AP.8 on page 95 cross-tabulates the numbers of transitions, both CRTs and non-CRTs, that took 

place at varying levels of old regime democracy and whether these transitions ended in a democracy as 

coded by Geddes and her co-authors. These numbers inform Table 2.6.
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Table AP.8: Cross-Tabulation of Transitions and Old Regime Democracy

Civil Resistance Transition?

No 

Yes

Post-Transition Democracy?
  No  Yes  

Extremely Undemocratic

  101  28

  9  26

No 

Yes

Mostly Undemocratic

  67  24

  11  23

No 

Yes

Slightly Undemocratic

  9  20

  0  7

Qualitative Research

As described in Chapter 1, qualitative research was conducted in three di� erent countries: Zambia, Brazil 

and Nepal.  These cases were selected following Lieberman’s (2005) nested analysis research design.  

Lieberman argues that scholars who apply a single logic of inference to qualitative and quantitative 

methods of analysis such as King, Keohane and Verba (1994) are not appropriately leveraging the strengths 

of these distinct research methods. Instead of treating qualitative analysis as statistics with an insu�  cient 

number of cases, or quantitative analysis as comparative case study research with insu�  cient time to 

examine each case in depth, scholars should instead draw on what each of these approaches can o� er 

to the other.

Lieberman suggests that scholars who wish to engage in this double-leveraging should use the following 

process: fi rst, perform a large-n analysis to examine the robustness of one’s theoretical model. If the 

model proves to be robust, the scholar then selects a certain number of cases that are well-predicted by 

the model for intensive case study analysis. The purpose of this analysis is to show that “the start, end, 

and intermediate steps of the model…explain the behavior of real world actors” (Lieberman 2005, 442). 

If the small-n analysis generally confi rms the theorized mechanisms, then the scholar may conclude 

their analysis and make a convincing argument that their hypotheses have been supported. If either the 

large-n or small-n analysis fails to produce robust results, the scholar can return to an earlier step in the 

process, continuing to do so recursively until they either fi nd satisfactory results or determine that their 

initial theoretical insight was fl awed.  
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In addition to the criterion that cases in model-testing small-N analysis be well-predicted by the model, 

Lieberman also argues that scholars should select cases that show a wide degree of variation in the 

model’s independent variables in order to demonstrate that the model’s mechanisms operate in a wide 

number of di� erent contexts, insofar as such variation can be incorporated with the general costs and 

benefi ts of conducting qualitative analysis (Lieberman 2005, 444).  For this analysis, this meant selecting 

cases where mobilization and street radicalism varied.

A number of potential cases in the 78 CRTs fi t these criteria. Three were selected based on widely di� erent 

levels of mobilization and street radicalism, as well as widely divergent contextual conditions such as prior 

regime type, region, and time period.  

For each case, interviews were conducted over roughly a month-long period of fi eldwork. The fi eldwork 

in Nepal took place from November 24, 2016 through December 23, 2016. The fi eldwork in Zambia took 

place from March 17, 2017 through April 17, 2017. The fi eldwork in Brazil took place from May 24, 2017 

through June 30, 2017. In Nepal and Zambia, all interviews were conducted in person and in English 

by the author. In Brazil, the interviews were conducted in Brazilian Portuguese and then translated into 

English by Brazilian research assistants.

The total population of interviewees was drawn from across all relevant political and social cleavages so as 

to triangulate as complete as possible a picture of the transition dynamics. For instance, in Nepal, interviews 

were conducted with political leaders from all major parties: the Nepali Congress, the Communist Party 

of Nepal (United Marxist-Leninist) (CPN-UML), the Communist Party of Nepal (Maoist Center) CPN-MC, 

parties representing the Madhesi community from Southern Nepal, and members of the monarchical 

government under former King Gyanendra.

Interview subjects were identifi ed through a combination of literature review, partnership with local 

informants, and advice from the initial population of interviewees. In each case, the author went through 

an extensive examination of media and scholarly sources on the political transition in question. During 

this examination, key decision-makers and participants in major transitional events were identifi ed. Then, 

in preparation for the fi eldwork, the author sought out publicly available contact information for these 

decision-makers and participants.

Once in the country, the author also supplemented this initial review process with substantive information 

from local partners. In Nepal, the research was conducted in partnership with the Nepal Peacebuilding 

Initiative, which provided the bulk of the names and contact information for interviewees. In Zambia, the 

research was conducted primarily in partnership with scholars of Zambian politics and history.. In Brazil, 

contacts through the University of Brasilia assisted the research. 
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Prior to beginning the interview research, the study received approval from the University of Denver 

Institutional Review Board for the protection of human subjects. According to the terms of this approval, 

while subjects are identifi ed as having participated in the study, their particular statements are kept de-

identifi ed to protect their confi dentiality. Many of the events in question, particularly in Nepal, remain 

politically relevant and identifying some statements could lead to harm for particular subjects.

The interviews were semi-structured and roughly an hour in length, with some going as long as two hours 

and others as brief as 30 minutes. The interviews were structured following the advice of Leech (2002) 

and Berry (2002). The interviews themselves focused fi rst on building rapport with the interviewees, asking 

them questions about their background and personal connection to the transitional events. After putting 

interviewees at ease, the remainder of the interview consisted largely of so-called grand tour questions in 

which the interviewee was invited to give an overview of what they considered to be the important events 

of the movement leading up to the transition and the transition itself. Grand tour questions would then 

typically be followed up with a set of fairly informal prompts, picking up on signifi cant aspects of their 

answer to the grand tour question and asking them to elaborate. Direction by the interviewer was kept to 

a minimum, allowing the interviewee to o� er whatever comments they thought relevant and appropriate.36

The set of interview questions that shaped the semi-structured interviews is provided below:

 The Pre-Transition Movement

•   First, I’m going to ask you some questions about the events that led up to your country’s political 

transition. I am interested in anything you can tell me about how [country-specifi c references 

to the movement that initiated the country’s political transition – referred to hereafter as “the 

movement”] worked and how things that happened during the movement may have a� ected the 

political transition. 

•   Tell me about the movement. What were its major events? 

 o   Follow-up: And what was your role and the role of your organization in this movement?

•   How did the movement get started? And why did people choose to start it at that particular 

time?

•   Was establishing democracy  a key goal of the movement? What other goals were there?

•   How did people in the movement deal with people from the old government who wanted to 

join? How welcome were they?

•   What were the things that helped make the movement successful? What were the biggest 

challenges that it faced?

•   How did people in the movement talk about the political transition? What challenges did you 

anticipate facing if you were successful in removing the old government from power?

•  What kind of plans did people in the movement make for the political transition? Did people in 

the movement plan to continue protests and other activism during the political transition?
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•   Would you say that the movement succeeded in achieving its goals?

 Transitional Challenges

•    Now I’m going to ask you some questions about the political transition after the old government 

was removed. I am interested in understanding what challenges there were in moving your 

country toward democracy and how you and other people from the movement tried to address 

these challenges.  

•   Tell me about the transition. What were the major events? How did things change and how did 

they stay the same?

•  What aspects of your country’s politics made establishing democracy easier? What things made 

it harder?

•   Specifi cally, how did your role and your organization’s role change?

o   Follow-up if necessary: For example, did you enter politics? Did you try to pursue di� erent 

kinds of policies? Did you organize new protests or strikes?

o   Follow-up: Why did you and your organization pursue this path? What did you want to 

accomplish?

•   Did other people from the movement or other political groups still organize protests, strikes, or 

other kinds of extreme political action?  

o   Follow-up if yes: Who organized these kinds of actions?

o   Follow-up if yes: What kinds of tactics did they use?  

o   Follow-up if yes: What kinds of goals did they pursue?

o   Follow-up if yes: What was the reaction to this kind of action from people who were 

now in power?

•  Were people from the old government punished in any way for abuses they had committed 

while in power? Why or why not?

 o   Follow-up if yes: What kind of punishment was there? Who did it apply to and howheavy 

were the penalties?

 o   Follow-up if yes: How did the people from the old government facing punishment 

react? Did they try to prevent the punishment in any way?

•   How much agreement or disagreement was there between groups within the old movement 

about what the new political system should look like? Were disagreements resolved, and if so 

how?

•   What were the most important political divisions during the transition?   

 o   Follow-up: For example, divisions over ethnicity, religion, economic class, or political 

ideology.

•   Who got to participate in making political decisions during the transition? Who was left out?

 o   Follow-up: How did people who were left out respond? How did they try and get 
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people to listen to their agenda?

•  How did the new people in power deal with members of the old government? Who was 

allowed to stay in politics? Who was not allowed to stay in politics?

 o   Follow-up: If people from the old government could participate in politics, what was 

their role? How central were they in the new government?

•  How democratic would you say your country is today? Completely democratic, mostly 

democratic, a little democratic, or not democratic at all.

 o   Follow-up (if not fully democratic): What is keeping your country from being fully 

democratic?

 o Follow-up (if fully democratic): What are the things that support your country’s 

democratic system?

•   What else should I know about your country that we haven’t talked about yet?
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Endnotes
1 See also the International Center on Nonviolent Confl ict’s forthcoming Key Terms in the Study and 

Translation of Civil Resistance: https://www.nonviolent-confl ict.org/key-terms-study-translation-civil-

resistance/.
2 The specifi c statistical techniques used by Celestino and Gleditsch make it di�  cult to put an exact 

number on this likelihood. See pages 394-396 of their article for a discussion of this di�  culty.
3 For more details on the specifi c mechanisms whereby nonviolent resistance helps civil society during 

political transitions, see Bayer, Bethke, and Dressler 2017.
4 Survival analysis is a statistical modeling technique developed to measure the impact of medical 

interventions on patient survival. Thus, it is ideally suited for answering questions about how particular 

factors will a� ect the “lifespan” of other types of things, such as democratic political regimes.
5  For details on how these di� erent dimensions are averaged together, and the underlying indicators that 

make up the indexes, see the Varieties of Democracy codebook at https://www.v-dem.net/en/data/data-

version-7/. See also the more extensive discussion of these variables in Pinckney 2017.
6 Since this is meant to measure an ideal type, no country ever receives a 1, or a 0. Scores range from 

0.009 to 0.949.
7 For more detail on this defi nition, see Geddes, Wright and Frantz 2014b, pp 7-8.
8 See the methodological appendix for details on how these control variables are measured as well as 

summary statistics on all these variables.
9 Due to political unrest in Brazil during the research period, as well as the greater length of time that had 

passed between the events in question and the interviews, the number of interviews conducted in Brazil 

was signifi cantly smaller than in Nepal and Zambia. Thus, the examples and information from Brazil rely 

to a greater extent on the already existing scholarly literature.
10 More information on the fi eldwork, including the dates and interview questionnaire is included in the 

methodological appendix.
11 The vertical axes in these graphs report the absolute numbers of transitions that ended with polyarchy 

scores in the range reported on the horizontal axes. For instance, the fi rst column in the right-hand graph 

(CRTs) shows that six civil resistance transitions ended with polyarchy scores between 0.1 and 0.2. The 

numbers are higher on the left-hand graph (Non-CRTs) because there are more transitions not initiated 

by nonviolent resistance overall.
12 As described in the previous chapter, these measurements are taken at the point after the breakdown of 

a political regime where the level of fl uctuation in the polyarchy score declines to a minimal level. In other 

words, the measurement is taken at the point at which the country has settled into a level of democracy 

that it will continue in for a lengthy period into the future.
13 The di� erence between CRTs and Non-CRTs is similar if one reduces the threshold level of democracy 

to a polyarchy score of 0.5 (56% of CRTs are above this threshold, compared to 16% of non-CRTs) or even 
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a low threshold of a polyarchy score of 0.4 (67% of CRTs are above this threshold compared to 28% of 

non-CRTs).
14 The statistical tests reported are an OLS model and a logistic regression model. See the methodological 

appendix for more details.
15 The vertical lines extending from each of the four points are 95% confi dence intervals, meaning that 

for each point we can be 95% sure that the actual level of democracy or probability of democracy falls 

somewhere in that range.
16 To be precise, the marginal e� ect of moving from a 0 to 1 on the CRT measure is roughly equivalent 

to a marginal e� ect of moving from 0 to 0.44 on the measure of pre-transition average polyarchy score.
17 Extremely undemocratic countries had a pre-transition polyarchy score below 0.2. Moderately 

undemocratic countries had a pre-transition polyarchy score between 0.2 and 0.4. Only slightly 

undemocratic countries had a polyarchy score between 0.4 and 0.6.
18 See methodological appendix table AP.7 for a cross-tabulation of the absolute numbers for these 

categories.
19 Mobilization was measured by combining counts of protests and strikes with measures of the degree 

of public deliberation and civil society activity. For details on the methodology used to construct this 

measurement, see the methodological appendix and also Pinckney 2017. The statistical model also 

controls for the infl uence of contextual factors as in the models of the impact of nonviolent resistance 

described in Chapter 2.
20 The central solid line in the fi gure shows the predicted level of democracy at the end of a civil resistance-

initiated political transition across the spectrum of possible levels of mobilization. The dashed lines show 

the upper and lower bounds of a 95% confi dence interval, meaning we can be 95% sure that the actual 

value falls within that range.
21 A di� erence of 0.35 is roughly equivalent to the di� erence between Sweden’s level of democracy and 

Lebanon’s level of democracy in 2016.
22 The labels on the x axis of this graph are intended to facilitate interpretation. The mobilization variable 

is continuous, rather than categorical, and thus there are no sharp divisions between transitions with, for 

example, very low and low levels of mobilization. See the methodological appendix for more detail.
23 For instance, in Ukraine and Russia such organizations are sometimes derogatorily referred to as 

Grantoyedy, or “grant eaters” (Squier 2002, 181).
24 There is an extensive literature on these dynamics across many di� erent countries and international 

NGOs. For examples, see Carpenter 2007, Cooley and Ron 2002, Koch et al 2009, Morfi t 2011, and 

Schuller 2012.
25 “Dalit” is a term used to refer to that class of people in the Hindu caste system historically referred to 

as “untouchables.” Dalits are traditionally considered to be at the bottom of the caste system, and face 

signifi cant discrimination in social, political, and economic arenas across South Asia.
26 See the methodological appendix for more detail on the interviewees for this project.
27 This model of radicalization of politics follows a similar logic to Rabushka and Shepsle’s (1972) analysis 
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of politics in “plural” societies but expands the scope beyond ethnic or cultural divisions.   
28 This monograph’s measure of street radicalism involves statistically combining measures of the degree 

of activity by “anti-system movements,” the presence of electoral boycotts, the acceptance of electoral 

results, and whether a country’s political competition is “sectarian.” For more detail on all these measures 

and the statistical methods used to combine them, see the methodological appendix included in this 

monograph and Pinckney 2017. 
29 The solid line at the center is the predicted level of post-transition democracy, while the dashed lines 

above and below it are a 95% confi dence interval, meaning that we can be 95% sure that a country with 

this level of street radicalism will have a level of democracy within the range of the two dashed lines. The 

labels on the x axis of this graph are intended to facilitate interpretation. The street radicalism variable is 

continuous, rather than categorical, and thus there are no sharp divisions between transitions with, for 

example, very low and low levels of mobilization. See the methodological appendix for more detail.
30 Nepal’s former king has remained in Nepal and often expressed a desire to return to power because 

of the disruptive and destructive nature of Nepal’s politics since his ouster.  See the Kathmandu Post, 

October 21, 2017. “Ex-King Gyandendra says time has come for his leadership.” http://kathmandupost.

ekantipur.com/news/2017-10-21/ex-king-gyanedra-says-time-has-come-for-his-leadership.html. 
31 One analysis estimates that general strikes from 2008 to 2013 led to economic losses of over 100 billion 

dollars, increased infl ation, and signifi cantly depressed Nepal’s GDP growth rate (Shrestha and Chaudhary 

2014).
32 NAVCO 2.1 is a revised and expanded version of the NAVCO 2.0 dataset initially produced by Chenoweth 

and Lewis (2013).
33 The Geddes data only goes through 2010. I personally coded the data forward through 2015 to capture 

any additional regime breakdowns. I detail this process and provide justifi cation for any additional regime 

breakdown codings in Pinckney 2017. 
34 These measures are combined using principal factor analysis, a statistical technique that uses the variance-

covariance matrix of di� erent variables to determine whether the pattern of particular variables can be 

explained by a single underlying (but unobservable) dimension. Factor analysis of the four modernization 

measures yields only a single factor with an eigenvalue above one, strongly indicating that there is only 

a single dimension underlying these measures, which is retained as the measure of modernization. For 

more detail on the use of factor analysis in political science research, see Teorell 2010 or Hendrix 2010.
35 The data on percentage of democracies in a region comes from Haber and Menaldo (2011).
36 Some additional sources that informed the interview research methodology were McCracken (1988) 

and Spradley (1979).
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Why do some nonviolent revolutions 

lead to successful democratization while others fail to consolidate democratic 

change? And what can activists do to push toward a victory over dictatorship that 

results in long-term political freedom? 

Several studies show that nonviolent revolutions are generally a more positive 

force for democratization than violent revolutions and top-down political 

transitions. However, some nonviolent revolutions, such as the Arab Spring 

revolution in Egypt, do not seem to fi t this pattern. This study takes on this 

puzzle and reveals that the answer lies in large part in the actions of civil society 

prior to and during transition. Democracy is most likely when activists can keep 

their social bases mobilized for positive political change while directing that 

mobilization toward building new political institutions.

For other publications in the ICNC Monograph Series, visit: www.nonviolent-confl ict.org.
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